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This paper descrihes an instructional progrum designed to teach
decoding skills to learning-disablcd children. ~ It was developed to serve
as a supplement to whatever reading program is used in the classroéﬁ, and .o
it will probably be most useful as rcmedial instruction.

OVLERVIEW

fhé first part of The ABD's of Reading focuses solely on auditory
tasks.r_phjldren learn to analyze syllables and short words into phoﬁcmcs
and then to B%éﬁd phonemes into syllables and words. Only afte;‘pro-
ficiency in these tasks is reached arc letters introduced, first in the
context of individual letter-sound correspondences. Then, decoding is

taught.

This instructional sequence represents the outcome of a task analysis.

In this approach, the final criterion task is analyzed into sinplervcomj
ponent skills, which are then taught both separately and in integ;ation
with other component skills befbre‘;he complex criterion skill is presented

jGagné, 1974; Glaser, 1977 ). The basic psychological processes--attention,

memory, and so on--that are involved in the mastery of the tasks must also ’ .
be identified and considered in the instructional design (Resnick and Beck,

1976). This approach is well-documented and rather widely accepted at the

present time, and it needs no discussion here.

One major difference between this program and other pwagrams that

teach beginning decoding skills is that, at the very beginning of instruction,

certain component tasks are introduced that are not usually taught in

isolation: auditory analysis and auditory blending. (lassroom obscrvation

and a review of the litcrature led us to the conclusior that a sharper {>

focus on these particular auditory skills than provided clscwhere would be
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of value to. the learning-disabled child--a population not often considércd

explicitly until recently.

-

It should be noted that our goal is to develop a product that will
be uscful in the normal school situation. Classes of lcarning—éisablcd
children usually contain fewer pupils than do regular classrooms; but
this still means at least eight or ten childrcn per class, and these are ’
children who are hyperactivc,distractahle or otherwise difficult to )
manage. They are not often able to work independéntly. Many learning-

disabled classrooms arc staffed by a teachcr ‘and a tcacher's aide, but

one cannot count on this; recent budget cuts have resulted in the climi-

L ]

nation of many aides. Becausc we were concerned about cost-cffectiveness,

we decided not to work toward individualized instruction, even though that

is highly effective. We chose to develop materials suitable for small
group instruction. Much of the instruction in lecarning-disabled class-
rooms is of that type, and it appears to work well in terms of both instruc-
tion and classroom management. We did not assume the availabdity of Qh )
aide to help instruct. Wec also have kept the matcrials themselves as
inexpensive as possible consonant with actual instructional requircments.
For example, colgr cues are not used because full color production is so
expensive.

We had another aim in addition tgqechicving cost-cffectiveness: to
: devclop a set of materials that tcacthE would accept and use. We rejected
the necessity of any extensive "sclling” of a point of view or even ex-
tensive teacher-training procedure#. We also rejected the notion that
tcachers should spend a large amount of timc preparing lessons.  No matter

how enthusiastic tcachers may he about an instructional approach, they ‘

4
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simpiy do not have the time to do claborate preparation for class. We
have develcped a program which is complete and self-contained. Teache(s
can pick it up at the place where they left oif and continuc without
previous preparation. Moreover, while a teacher is working with a ;mall
group of children, he/she should concentrate totally on his/her instruction.
Thus we provide word lists, examples, etc. so that the teacher is not
distracted from the performancce 6f his/her pupils. .

The goal, then, is not to devclop a program that is cffective during
development and evaluation when there is a large amount of support (funds
and trained bersonnag) available. Rather, our goal is to develop a
program that can stand by itself, without such resources, for in the nor-
mal school situation there are no such supports.

THE LEARNING-DISABLED CHIILD

There ar; nag} children gbo cannot make prégress in-a regular school
situation even.though they presumably have the intellcctual capacity to
do so. Nor do ¢hey have physical handicaps, emotional problems, or
sensory loss; nor have they suffered any educational or cultural decprivation.
In other words, they appear to have potential for achievement but ncverthe-
less do not demonstrate adequate achievement. Until only recently, such
children were often characterized in terms of "brain-injury"” or '"minimal
cerebral dysfunction"., The notion that the Qifficuity was due to some
sort of damage to the central nervous system (Strauss and Lehtinen, 1947)
rarely could be corroborated with actual evidence of ncurological impairment.
The newer term "!earﬁing-disability" acknowledges the fact that we do not

know the reason for these children's difficultiecs.

These children may demonstratc any of a wide varicty of problens. They
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;ay show poor performance in scveral school subjects, or they may demonstratc ‘
‘-ore specific disability in only onc area, such as reading. Their aptitude
test scores are likely to show uneven performance among subtests with a sub-
stantial difference bctween verbal and performance abilities. They may be
impaircd in one or several of the following arcas: perception, conccptuali-.
zation, language, memory and control of attention, impulse, or motor function
(Hallahan and Kauffman, 1976). Ross (1976) considers that a basic problem
shared by many if not all learning;disabled children is a difficulty in sus-
taining selective attention. It is this difficulty, he claims, that leads

to other problems characteristic of this type of child--perseveration,
distractability and poor mewory, which in turn lcad to inadequatce school
performance.

Although not all lear11ng-dlsabled children have trouble learning to
read, thls area docs represent an important source of dlff1culty for many of
them. Disabled readers are themc:lves not éasily categorized; they Iay\havc
difficulty in any or all of the areas on which rcading is based. They may
exhibit disorders in visual and auditory discrimination or memory and
sequencing, as well as in the integration of auditory agj?visual perception
(S;auels, 1973). Vellutino (1974) has discussed the mysiad patterns of -
error on reading tasks that occur: reversals and.transpositions, adding
or dropping of phonemes or syllables, substituting onc word for another with
a similar meaning, confusing similar léttcr sounds, and/or inabiligy to blcnd
and analyze word parts. Thesc are the same mistakcs, or course, that any
beginning reader might make; but the normally-achieving child cvliffually
ccases to make them, whercas the disabled reader persists.

It is certainly unrealistic to expect that one particular teaching
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approach or.onc spcciiig set of instructional matcrials will be maximally
effective with the wide variety of children c!2ssified as '‘learning-
disab}ed” or even as "rea&ing-disablcqr. It scems likely that somc
fyrther differentiation of types of childrcn witnin this overall classi-
fication will have to be made beforc we can confidently make judgments
'about the specific educational approach to take with an individual child.
Indeed, 2 great deal of research has been donc with just this goal in mind.
Not too much progress has been made, unfortunatgly. It is a0t easy to
find instances in which one instructional method is superior t~ another
for one group of children and a second is suﬁerior to :hé first for anpther
group of chiidren {Cronbach ana Snow, 1977).

Most of‘the search for such disordinal ¥nteractions in the arca of -
reading instruction has focused on the issue of modality. That is, attesmpts
have Seen made to characterize chiidrcn as either "eye oriented” (they have
trouble with tasks involving auditory analysis) or "car oriented” (they have
trouble with visual perceptual tasks). Wepman {1968), for
example, proposed that all early learning is modality-bound and that some
children have a discrepancy in the ease with uh{ch they can process and
store information received through the eyes and ears. There is, however,
no sound empirical foundation for the notion that different reading approaches
are differentially effective for children characterized in these ways.

Most studies have compared somc variety of whole word approach, which requires
little analysis of sounds, with a phonics approach. Neither classroom

studizs (Bateman, 1968 Robinson, 1972 nor laboratory analogues {Bruninks,

1970 ; Ringler and Smith, 1973 ) have come up with convincing findings. -

It shouw1ld also be pointed out that in thesc studies children identificd as




L . 384

visiles and audiles together comprisc only ahout 15 - 20% of the samplc.
It would probahly he unwise to arguc that matching instructional
treatment to diagnostic category will never be shown to enhance learning.
It may even be true that there arc special methods of tcaching reading
vhich will work most effectivs}y with specific types of children. But
we have no evidence now, and’to develop curriculum materials with such
; focus at ‘the present time is not reasonable.
THE PROGRAM RATIONALE
- 3low learners, ircluding the learning-disabled, nced simple, c{ggf
and dJirect instruction. They do wc!l with a structured appreach, and
the material should be presented at a slow pace with each step made
carefully explicit and with sufficicnt opportunity for practice. They
should be active participants inthe instructional process, and amplc fced-
back should be provided about thcir performancc. They should be kept
motivated to achieve. These general principles .
need/:;t be defended here (although I wpll say, parenthetically, that
the effectivc implementation of these principles is not always easy!).
Decoding is the central task of beginning reading instruction. It
consists of learning thc fundamental relationships between spoken language
and written language, i.c., thc mapping of the gipphcnc-phoneme correspon-
dences. The ability to decode, thcn, implics both thg ability to isolate
the phonemes that!‘hke up a word and the ability to blend individual pho-
nemes into whole words. The dcvelopment of thesc abilitics requires the '
use of complex conceptual strategies (Vernom, 1957; Resnick and Beck, 1976).

In the wholg-word (s1ght) method of instruction, and to some cxtent in ’

linguistics methods, there is no dircct instruction in analysis of a word

8
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or word part into its componcnt sounds. Not all ch1ldrcn can do this
inductive analysis én thelr own; some children will succeed wné%’

this type of instruction while others will not. Thosc who &; not succeed
often do not make much progress in reading, because for thcm, this sort

of instruction requires rote-lcarning of a large rumber of specific words
and letter patterns, and there is, after all, a limit to oac's rote

mcmor}. Moreover, Liberman et al. (1967) have shown that the acoustic
characteristics of a phoneme are DOQified by the other phonemes in a word

or syllable and that the cues for recognizing the phoncmes in a word occur
simultaneously as well as sequentially. Thus, the component sounds of a
word as we sound it out (e.g., vc-a-t") are ndt actually segments of the
spoken word; blending is an abstraction. For these reasons, the desirability of
giving direct, explicit instruction in analysis ‘and blending to the learning-
disablédicﬁild seemed obvious to us. A

It is clear that progress in beginning reading is fclated to proficiency

in those auditory skills that can be identified as components of the
decoding process. Much of the literature is based on cerrelational evidence,
to be sure. Monroe (1932), for example, found significant differences
between children with reading disabilities and younger controls in both
auditory discrimination and the acquisition of auditoéy-visual associations.
Relationships betwecen a variety of auditory tasks and reading readiness or
first and second grade reading achievement have been demonstrated over

and over again (e.g., Harrington and Durrell, 1955; Dykstra, 1966). More
recently, the importance of the specific abilities of blending and
. segmentation has also been emphasized (Elkonin, 1963; MacGinitie, 1967).

Substantial cdrrelations have been found between these taské and cither

/

-t




386

concurrent or later readiq; achicvement (e.g., by Chall, Roswcll and .
- Blunenthal, 1963; Cdlfcp,'bindamood and Lindamood, 1973; Libcrman, 1973 ).
yoreover, there have been several studies shewing that training in
auditory skills may have positive effects on rcading. Durrell and Murphy

(1953), cvaluating the results of elcven studies, concluded that training

children to notice sounds in words improved thcir rcading scores. Children

t
» N\

whosé initial scores were very low madc the greatest progress. This —
training, incidentally, consisted only of identification of initial con-
sonants and of rhymes. Elkonin (1963) taught kindergarten children
to identify” sounds in words by using counters to represent each phoneme.
Rosner's (1973, 1974) instructional program, which develops word analysis
skills to a high)level of proficiency, shows somc transfer of these skills
to the reading task.

- Since our work on this program began, wore and more studies have
corroborated this point of view. Helfgott‘:}975) found that kindergartners'
seglentatibn ability predicted reading achicvement one year later.
6oldstein's (1976) findings were similar; he concluded that rcading
instruction was much less effective if a child's ability in sound analysis
and synthesis was very low. Fox and Routh (1976) found that phonic blending
training was effective only if children were already proficient in phonic
analysis (however, it is;possible that the children who at the beginning
of their study were superior in ability to amalyze words into phoncmes
werc generally morc able students ).

A1l of this cvidence nggcsted that a highly-structurcd program with
emphasis on the development of auditory skills would prove successful.

Underlying this was the fact that auditory deficits do seem to be more

ERIC | 10
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characteristic of learning-disabled childrcen than are visual or inter-

sensory problems (Zigmond, 1969)--di fficultiecs in auditory discrimination,
memory, Sequencing ability and; cspccially, nnilysis and synthesis.

For most qhildreﬁ, it would not be ncceséa;f to introduce the
segmentation and blending tasks as purcfy auditory tasks; letters could
be introduced at the same time. But we introduccd them separately in
order to simplify the task; we considered this important for lcarning-
disabled children. Many learning-disabled children have failed to‘learﬁ
to read simply because they camnot handle:the cd&plcxit; of ;hc'fask as it
is usually presentgd. That is, they suffer from '"sensory overload”". Or
they may, have failed simply because of the lack of explicit emphasis
on the auditory components of the task and extensive enough practice on
these skills. ] -

Several points should be noted'here. First, all the studies that I
have cited are concerned with auditory tasks that involve ianguage and
that are therefore closely related to Eeading. Second, the literature is
;onvincing on the specificity of transfer and the daagers of relying on

transfer in instruction (Williams, 1975; Gage and Berliner, 1975). Third,

the results of the formerly popular visual-perceptual-motor reading-

readiness programs (e.g., Kephart, 1960 and Frostig and Horne, 1964) have turned

out to be very disappointing. These facts should serve as a clear warning
that "auditory perceptual training” in and of itself will not improve
reading achievement .(the plethora of rccently and hastily developed
programs of this;type notwithstanding). It is thc cmphasis on effective

presentation of the auditory components of the rcading task itsclf that is

important. -

11
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- Of course, the 'necd" for a particular instructional approach and

the demand for it are not determined solely by evidence from research.

" The Zeitgeist has, to be Tight. The field of lfnguistics has had a major

=3

impact on educatlonal thinking over the last decade or two, and the con-

sequent neafflrmatlon of the idea that "readxng is a lauguagc skill" has

helped to fostcr the current emphasis on auditory sk}lls_xn beginning

‘readlng In addition, becausc of the recent aekno«lcdgq\nt of the in-
) efﬁectlveness of visual- pcrceptual tra1n1ngf thc focux of many of the
standard reading read1ncss and remedial reading methuds (williams, 1977),
people have been clamoring for sonetﬁing new and dlffcrént. .It is
1ntcrest1ng to note that in her cla551c ;:;:/ Backwardness in Readxng, T v

Vernon (1957) stressed the need for analysis of both the vxsual and

auditory structures of uords, and yet for almost twenty years most of the

3

references to her uork dotument the need for v1sual analys1$ and.1gnorc

. the need in the duditory modallty. ~

'D'ESCRIPTION 01= THE POGRAM

-
[}  t

lntroductlon Ina short 1ntroductory section of the program, the

child learns the CDnﬁept ‘of analysls, that is, that words can be broken

down into parts. Both compound uords and mult1syllab1c words are present:d.’
At the end of this sequence, the child can analyae at the syllablc lével.
That is, he/she Ean,tell what syllable occyples.the initial,'medialfand

final bositions in a whole word. This ls a much ecasier task than that of
segmenting into phonemes (Liberman, Shankwc{ler,'Fiseher and Carter, 1974;
Hardy, Stennitt and Smythe, 1973). Indced, it is an cxtremely simple task,

and this introductory scction moves very quickly. (n addition'to demonstratfng N

the concept of analysis, there is a sccond reason fer heginning the program

12




389
with this material. Because the scquencing of sounds is a temporal
phenomenon, it is wise (Elkonin, 1963; Kucnne and Williams, 1973) to
provide some sort\of visual "marker'. Moveable wooden squares, which
provide tactile and visual represcnfation of sounds,—are use” ‘litate

auditory analysi§ and synthesis. The child learns to identiiy auditorially
f1rst, middle, and last syllables (or word parts) and to associatc them
visu;lly with markers. Thus this visual rcprescntat;on is 1ntrodugcd on a
task that represents very little challenge to the child and i's thercforc

accomplished easily.

Phoneme Analysis: In this section of the program, phoneme analysis is

t;ught, again as a strictly'auditory task. The squares now represent
phonemes and aid in focusing on the nu?ber and the order of sounds,
which has been fouﬁd to be a difficult task for children (Calfee, Linaamood
and L1ndamood 1973). Combiﬁ;tions of t;o phonemes are presented first,'
followed by combinations of three phonemes, both real words and nonscnse
syllables. .

A1} of this auditory analy;is and sequencing practice is done with a

»

limited number of phonemes. In choosing the 1n1t1al set of nine phonemes

'(and therefore, later in the program, letiers), we considered the following

factors: (1) avoidance of auditory confusability, (2).avoidance of visual
conflisability, (3) ease of.blendability of the phonemes in combination, (4)
productivity of phonemes in crea?’ .ng real-word trigrams, (5) ability of
ch1ldren to produce sounds, (6) dase of learnxng graphcme-phoneme association,
and (7) regularity of phonemcs i1 spelling patterns. Each of the seven
considerations. suggested a differeﬂt set of "most appropriate letters', SO

compromises had to be made on some. points. Because of the program's c¢m-

[ 25
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phasis on auditory skills, we decided that visual -considerations would bc

of relatively low priority and that avoidinﬁ'auditory confusability wouid

«

be our highest priority. .

The shore vowels (a and g)[yerc‘selectcd bccausé of their adhercnce to
regular spelling rules in consonant-vopwel-consonant (CVC) trigrams and
secondarily because of their productivity. long Qowcls, while more easily
discriminable and biendable (Coleman, 5970), were ruled out hecause of
the irregularity of long vowel spelling patterns in English.’ The sclection
of consonants proved to be at least as difficult as that of vowels. Miller
and Nicely (1955) divided consonant phonemes into four basic groups;
within each one there is copsiderable potential for confusion in discrimi-
nation whereas between groups there is iittle. Thus, for ease of discrimi-
nation, we chose oneZconsonant from within cach group, the one which best
satisfied the requirements of (1) production of many real word trigrams,
and *(2) children's ability to produce the sound’without error {Marsh and
Sherman, 1971). The ease of sound-symbol association learning (Coleman,
1970) was also ;onsidered, and the letters choscn were acceptable in this
respect. On this basis the initial set consisted.of b, m, p, and s. Then
in violation of several considerations, but in order to provide enough
real-word trigrams for meaningful instruction; the letters ¢, g, and‘g
®Were added. Thus the nine letters are a, o, b, m, p, s, ¢, 8 and t.

The use of only a small numbet of phonemes that are chosen for
maximum discriminability means that if a child mov:; ahead rapidly in
analysis and synthesis and yet finds auditory discrimination difficult, he

can still proceed in the program. Furthcrmore, the program may well

improve his discrimination abilities as a sfdc-cffcct, because it work- to

O
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inc?ease attention to detail.

Phoneme Blending: The.ncxt section of the program presents blending
of the same two-phoneme and three-phoncme (a1l CVC) units. The CVCs

5 .

are broken at different points. Initially, only thc last phoncme is
separated from the ggzgmpf the word. Next, only the first phoneme is
scéarated from the rest of the word, and later all three phoncmes are
presented scparatclv. This sequence is bascd on work by Colcman (1970).
Letter-Souad Corrcspondcnces: After the basic instructional sequence

<
J
on. auditory analysis and synthesis, there is a section that teaches the

letter-sound correspondences for thc nine phoncmes. Thus children will
be thoroughly familiar with the correspondences they will need for the

" initial decoding section before they get to that point in thc program.

Becoding: The next section of the program pulls together thc auditory

ckills and the letter-phoneme correspondences that the child,das been
practicing. Here he must integrate the skills hc has learned in isélation.
Again using wooden squares, which now have letters on them, the child

) }e?rns to decode bigrams and trigrams (both meaningful words and nonscnsc

syllables), made up of the same nine letters with which he has alrcady

become familiar. He receives extensive practice in the manipulation of

these letters so that he can decode (read) and cons‘ruct from letter squarcs
(spell) all the poégzble CVC combinations. Through this cxtensive practice

with limited content, the child learns to attend.to the dctails rcquired for
A

accurate decoding, and he also lcarns the fundamcntal processcs and strategies

that will enable him to apply dccoding skills to othcr. content.

Further Instruction: In thc next scction of the program, six additional

letter-sound correspondences (f, h, i, 1, n, and 1) arc introduced. Then
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these are used in trigram decoding. Following this, all fiftcen letters
are combined and recombined for additional decoding practice.

The final section of the program introduccs,donc by one, more complex
units for decoding. First, CCVC patterns are decoded, followed by CVCC
and then CCVCC patterns. Finally, tvo-syllable words made up of the same
basic patterns arc presented.

Organi-ation of the Program

The instruction outlined above is organized into twelve units and a
total of 41 objectives. Each unit begins with a story, to be rcad by the
teacher. This story is designed to capturc the children's interest, and
it incorporates a demonstration of the skills to be mastered in the unit.
For example, a child must guess the '"magic word" which unlocks a secret door
when the magician says the word broken into phonemes. The same cast of
éharacters--lsabel, whose nickname is Wisebell because she is a little
“know-it-all", along with her fricnds, Tom and Mac, and Sam, the janitor--

appears throughout the program in stories and games and provides a continuing
theme and focus of interest.

Followiné the story, a tcaching procedure is presented for cach
objective. This consists of a complete and very explicit script for the
teacher alo;g with as many appropriate ermples as will be needed. The
’}nstr;ction alwvays follows the same format: first the tecacher demonstrates
ithe task by modelling one example. Then he or she calls on an individual
pubil, models another example, and has thc child copy him/her. Then he/she
presgﬁts another c¢xample which a child must do independently. Errors are

corrected by the teacher's providing the proper response and then having the’

child repeat it immediatcly afterwards.

16
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Each unit also contains a variety of matcerials for practice. At
lcast one game is provided for practice on cach objective. The games are
simple, and there arc only a few diffcrent game formats, of the sort (Co
Fish, Concentration, ctc.) that most children rcecognize. Their conient
varies, however. In onc game, children must collect three cards ,cich of
which represents 2 different after-the-movie snuack; in another, threce
different bicycle parts. This type of variation is cnough to make cach
game accepted as novel ;nd interesting. Gomes can be played either com-
petitively or not. ’

In addition, two workshects arc provided in cach unit. As with the
games, some of the workshcets wer; designed to be completed under the
supervision of the teacher and others to be done indcpendently. In
actuality, however, the use of all program materials is directed by the
teacher. .

All of the activities are designed to provide small groups of children .
w1th the opportunity for extensive practice of skills in a variety of
contexts. They also provide for conttnulty and interest, in that they
are based ,on the theme of the story presented at the beginning of the unit.
Comnrehension -

This is a decoding program, not a complete reading pquran. But it
is important that pupils be able to apply their decoding skills in the
context of actual recading. To insure this, the tcacher provides a meanin&ful
context for words imneaiately aftc? they have been decoded (or blended, earlier
_in the program); he/she uses the ;ord in a sentence or identifies it as a

nonsense word. In addition, simple comprehension activities are provided.

For example, in the second half of the program there arc several "stories”,
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each consisting of a serics of four pictures with onc or two short scntences
under each picture.

A few simple words that are not easily dccodablz, like is, to, and of,
are necessary for these comprehcnsion activities. When the progrém }s
used remedially, it is possiblc that some children have enough of a sight-
word vocabulary so that they can read this material on their oun. In
other cases, of course, this is not true, and the teacher and the pupil
read the sentenccs together, the teacher supplying the words which dounnt
lend themselves to a decoding strategy.

Individual Differences

PO o

It is obvious that individual diffcrences exist in the deéree to
which some of these a;ilities are deficient and in thc amount of training
that will be required. The program is designed to be maximally flexible
in dealing with thesc differences. For examplc, the letter-sound unit

may be begun early or late; and it, or any of the units, may be extended

for whatever length of time is required to attain competence. Some

children may prefer competitive games,and others may achieve more readily
with individual activities.- Worksheets éppeal to some chidrer (and teachers)
and are of very low interest to others. The variety of materials that are
provided allows options, and the teachers (and, when feasible, the children)

can choose the most effective combination of alternatives.
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EVALUATION IN THL: FIELD
During the past year, 1975-76, thc complctc program was used in thc
field for the first time. (Prior to this, of course, during the carlier
stages of development, portions of the proéram had been administcred to
small groups of children or to one child at a time,‘both by staff mcmbers =
and by classroom teachers). The chi}dren were pupils in llealth Conscrvation

(HC-30) classrooms, which are administered by the New York City Board of

<

Education's Bureau for the Education of the Physically landicapped. AIl children in
these classrooms are learning-disabled. Any cmotional overlap to their
dis#Lilities is slight, since children with morc scverc cmotional disturbances
_* are placed in other classcs. Chiidrcn are assigned to thesc (or other) special
classrooms when they perform unsuccessfully in a regular classroom setting
and only after extensive psychological and neurological assessment. All
classrooms were in Title i ithOIS in Central and North Harlem and on thc'
Lower East Side. The ages of the children ranged fiom seven to twclve
years old. |
Our main focus for the year's work was on formative éuestions; wec were
interested primarily in making further refinements to the program on the
basis of observation of actual teachers using the program in thcir normal
classroom setting. BecauQe of this orientation, we Anggited
teachers to work with us who had been recommendcd as competent and co-
operative (which indeed they proved to be). In November 1975 over 150
pupils in eight schoois were pretested. The pretest assessed competcnce in
the specific skills covered in the program: auditory analysis and blending of '
~ both syllables and phonemes, letter-sound correspondences, and dccoding.
On the basis of the pretest results, we sclected thosc children,

- vy
three or four from cach classroom, who were most likely to profit from the program.
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Seventeen instructional groups,totalling 63 -childrcn, were formed. We
found thct in almost every case we had chosen thc samc children whom the
teacher had had in mind for the program.

We also administered thc pretest to another group of HC-30 children

. in comparable school districts within Manhattan. Using the samc proccd;re
that was used to choose the instructional population, 16 groups (64 pnpil;)
were formed (and their pretest scores did not differ from those of the
instructed groups.) This is, of course, not a propcer control group, but

- : comparing these chi}dren with those’who were instructed did give us some
notion of the overall impact of the program. It also has provided pilot data
for next year's evaluation.

Tba?hers were asked to use the program daily for approximately twenty
minutes per session. Four teachers were observed every day. This close
monitoring of instruction is especially iuportant‘when working with
learning-disabled children, because their behavior is often extremcly
erratic. The other thirteen classes were observed and the teachers inter-
viewed once a week. Teachers were asked to work through the program exactly
as it was presented, using all the games, worksheets, and so forth, so that
we would have a firm basis for evaluation and possible r;vision. (This, of
course, i:!not the way the program is actually to be used.) No teacher .

dropped out of the study, and very few children dropped out of their classes,

and thercfore the program, during thc year. -,

v

The same test we had used as a pretest was rcadninistereg at the end
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o

of the academic year, after over six months of instruction. Posttest
scores were higher than pretest scorcs on every subtest for all é;;}drcn.
The posttest scores of thc instructed group werce significantly higher than
those of the comparison group on all of the suhtcsrs'exccpt some of those on
which scores for both groups had becn very high on the pretest (syllable
analysis and blending, and the two easicst phoneme analysis tasks, ihcntifying
initial and identifying final phoncmc). The tasks on which the instructed
group showed significantly more i-pruvc-ént werc both of the letter-sound
correspondence tasks, the two morc difficult phcneme wmalysis tasks
(ideﬁgifyiﬁg the middle phoneme and identifying all three phoncmes in CVCs),
phoneme blending, and decoding. -On the test of decoding, which included
both real and nonsense material and both bigrams and trigrams, the posttest
score of the instructed group was double that of the comparison group.

Six months later, the posttest was

administered again. (Most of the these children remain in the s;-e classroom

_ with the same teacher for more than one year.) The instructed children's

scores were still superior to those of the comparison children. However,
they did not show gains on any of the subtests from their earlicr posttest
performance to this one.

The lack of additional improvement of the instructed children is re-

grettable; it is not uncomson where there is na specific attentiow given to

Pl fig the interface of an instructional program with subsequent instruction
s we shall do in this year's full-scale evaluation). It should also be
noted that two teachers remarked that because the instructed childrcn had

.

gained so much in decoding skill, they

" were no lonéer spending as much time with thosc children on these skills‘
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It is premature to attempt to cvaluatce the effcctiveness of the
program, of course, but these very preliminary data do secm promising.
First of all, the teachers liked using the materials - a limited
cfiterion, to be sure, but an essential one. They felt that their
children were making progress (which our data corrohuorated), and they also
felt that the program was easy and comfortable to usc. Indeed, the
length of daily sessions avcraged around thirty minutces instead of the
twenty that we had requested.

Not all children madc the samc amount of progress. There were a
few for whom the program was no morc successful than any other procedure
that their teacher had attempted. And therc were a few children whose
responsiveness to the instruction and mastery of dccoding amazed their teachers.

It seems fair to say that many of the instructed children grasped for the first

time the notion that there is a one-to-cne correspondence between phoneme
and letter and that systematic strategies can be used-to decode words. These
are’ fundamental aspects of the reading task that arc often glossed over by .
comprehensive code-emphasis »rogr as, for the simple reason that most childmmﬂ
achieve these early concepts fairly easily. Most children start to have
trouble only when irregular corrcspondences are introduced. Several of
the newer prograns'provide adequate instruction at this point and in the
“more complex aspccts of decoding. However, for thc slow lcarners with whom
we arc cqpcerncd, only thorough and systematic instruction in the carliest
phases of the reading task, as provided by a program like this onc, can
prepare such children to perform adequatcly in the comprehensive programs.

In October and November of this year, 1976-77, we tested children in

six New York City school districts in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx.
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On the basis of pretest scores, we formed 46 small groups (N=164). ‘These
groups gereoassigned randomly to instructional ;rcatmcnt or to control

(no instruction). The teachers involved were not specificéllx chosen for
participation in the study; rather, they represented all the teachers in the
districts whose classes contained a suitable group of children. Those
teachers who were assigned to the instructional trcatment wera askced to

use the program regularly - thrce or four times per weck - but were told

A
that they should use the program inthe way that was in their opinion most

appropriate for their'pupils. .Thit is, they migh£ skipvccrtuin objcctives
or gYen entire units, might eliminate all work sheets, and so forth. We
shall obtain a complete record of how tiac Drograa is utilized in each classroou.
In addition to assessing improvcment on the particular skills taught
in the program, we shall also assess the children's ability to usc those skills
in other reading situations.- Thus, we shall incorporate comprehension items
on the posttest. In addition, we shall interview the teachers to determine
how they used the teaching strategies presented in thc program in their other - .
reading il!s truction, ' -
We shall also attempt to answer the question of whether of not children
can learn to transfer the decoding strategies they acquire in the program,

and if so, to what extent they do so. There are very little relevant
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data available. Often, small-scale lahorato;y—analoguo studics dov not
demonstrate evidence of transfcr, perhaps because the small amount of
training usually given in such expcriments is not sufficient to promotc
transfer. Sometimes, of coursc, it is a matter of inadequate design: so
that what the subjccts arc learning is a series of rote associations and
not strategics at all. There is also very little information relevant to
this point based on actual classroom instruction, because it is difficult
to monitor the instruction sufficiently. We arc making an attempt té
do this; the highly structurcd naturc of our program-makes it at lcast
feasible to try.

DISCUSSION
A few comments on the place of resgarch in the development of instruc-

i g -
tional programs seem in order. ‘Although this program is research-based, it
is obvious that - as in most if not all instructional development (see _ -
Venezk}, 1976) - we did not have sufficient empirical data to b;ck up all
of our design decisions. Moreover, it would not he feasible nor sensible
to try to collect such data. In those instances where the appropriatc data
were available, ) ’ they did not provide conclusive evidence for
the choices we had to make. One very simple example is described in this
paper: our selection of the limited sct of phonemes to introduce at the
beginning of the program: Dnthcro available on muny of the relcvant
questions but werc conflicting in their implications, and compromiscs were
necessary. Thus some rescarch findings were delibcratcl&_ignored. This is

o

“not an isolated casc; indced, it represents a substintial proportion

-

of the decisions which were made.
~ ~

1t should also be noted that while progrims of instruction can and must

-
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be based on general principles of lcarning and cognition (and must also

-~
]

not run counter to common sense), more detailed and specifi¢c rescarch’ findings
will not ordinarily be useful in their development. For example, therc was sufficient

evidence five years ago that instruction should include greater focus on auditory

segmentation and blending as component skills in the decoding process. A

great deal of rescarch since then has served to corroborate that fact, but
the further details that have been generated by rccent experiments do not

themsclves contribute very much to program development. More to the point as

of the program itselr in the field. The deveioper must be prepared. to

]
.

l

far as empirical findings are conccrned are the actual outcomes of try-outs

|

' modify his instruction yhether or not the changes scem to mesh well with

; findings from basic research. And he or she must, frcm the very beginning,

| design the program according to other, quite different, censiderations: cost,
- ease of i-pl;lentation, appeal, acceptability to scheol personnel, "fit"
within the overall curriculum, and so forth. An instructional program
must also be adaphfble and flexible, so that it will not be put aside
with the first modification of the classroom setting.

There are certain excéptions to this statement. One might be interested
in determining how far and with what success certain principles apply or in
demonstrating the maximum effectiveness of a particular technique. In this
case, one must work within a setting- that is in some sense'"idcalﬁ‘- and
one that is certainly unusual. For cxample, most current computer assisted
instruction = requires so much special support khardqare,
personnel, training, etc.) that it is ridiculous to consider that simply any
school could take on such a program. But it is clearly important to find

out how effective this new technology can be in instruction. In the same

o
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~ _way, current management systems often require a tremendous investment “of N

time and effort on assessment. Just how valuable is it for children to be
evaluated so closely and.so frequently? How much encrgy arc teachess

willing to expend on assessment? Without cstablishing ‘ special

-

educational settings, we shall never be able to a<scss the effegtivencss
of some of thesc imnovative techniques and methods.

Yet it must be recognized that these special situations are far from =
. : 4
typical. Instructional programs for today - that is, programs to be uscd o
L

in the schools as they actually exist, and as they will exist for the

next several years - are also nceded. The ABU's of Reading is-one of these.
It would,of coursec, ‘be highly dcsirable to have a comprchcns.ivc"‘-.i -
program of instruction that covers all aspects of rcading studied in-the, early

.

grades interfaces effectively with the rest of the school curriculum. But

there are also advantages to programs that arc more limited in scope, including

-
-

the fact that it is easier, for individual schools or even individual

3

teachers, to elect to use them. Moreover, in this particular instance, some .

teachers who would resist using a comprchensive structured approach to recading
would be willing to provide supplemental instruction og_thig_sgigl__.
thus allowing more children the opportunity of gaininé the benefits of this
approach.
fhe most important goal for a project such as this ‘one is not that " the
program itself be used by large numbers of children all over the United States.
One crucial goal is for some of the teaching strategies and techmniques that huvq

-

been developed to become, eventually, part of teachers' gencral

repertoire of teaching skills. This general diffusion of new

techniques is onc of the most significant outcomes of vecent fedeval p
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Research and Development efforts. Now and in the near futurc, we hope,

L
The ABD's of Reading will itsclf be uscful, because the particular —~

aspects of the reading task that this program addresscs have long been

‘igno;ed in instruction. Later; however, if it is showr that this program . Lo .
does indced help childrén to master decoding skills, those aspects of

instruction that we have focuscd on, and those techniques which we have

developed, may come to be cmphasized in "regular” reading sinstruction,

so that specific remedial instruction will not be nccessary.

=
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June 7--Evening

OPEN DISCUSSION OF WILLIAMS PRESENTATION
GLASER: Joanna, how uniform is this need for training in these acoustic,
auditory abilities? Do all of these children start out about the same level and
need this kind of training, or can some of them do this very well at the
beginning? ’ -
WILLIAMS: It is certainly not the case that’ all children need such training. We
are not even working with all of the kids in thé’LD classrooms; 1 should have
made that clear. 1 had another hand-out-doﬁl have enough time to hand it out?
a

RESNICK: Yes. ” .

WILLIAMS: It might help answer Bob's question.

Please, it's very informal data. Let me give you a simple answer to the
question, and thgn we can look at the figures. Not all of these LD children are
reading-disahled ih the first place. We gave a pretest in September, and chose
groups of three, four, or five in each classroom--those children that we thoﬁght
ought to get this progrzm. We found that in all cases;ke;cept one or two, the
teachers who made independent determinations of which kids should go into the

program matched our decisions.

¢

' The first page shcus data on tasks that everybody does beautifully. We
worked uitha 17 classes altogether, a total of 146 children. The second column
shows which children we chose. We chose 63 out of those 146 to work with. " On
the second page are mean scores; the number in parentheses is the maximum score

possible. You see that kids are pretty good on the syllable analysis and

Q s
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Juie 7--Evening

blending; there is absolutely no problem there. If you g0 to the next page, and
you” look‘at. the analysis otf phonemes in trigrams, you find that the children are
also pretty good on initial phonenﬁalyais and final phoneme analysis. Most
programs, if they dO'gny kind of( training of analysis skill at all, will usually
simply oo initial l;honele and sometimes final phoneme analysis. Look across to
the last column. Ve tes‘ted 36 second graders. These are all Title 1 children
from the Lower East Side, West Harlem, and Central Harlem. They are presumably
typical second-graders; that is, they ought to have these skills. Looking at

_these . figures, it is dimying when you get to the decoding scores on the last

page. .

Anyway, the second graders are pretty good at phoneme analysis, not bad at’
phonese blending; they are different from the LD kids, and quite different from

the kids whom we chose for instruction, who are a subset of those LD classrooms.

-

- @

On the last page you see that- the children scored fairly high on the’
letter-sound correspondences. ‘l'ha_t ‘third ’colt-n reports scores on “matched”
children from other school districts. There was no way of doi;)g randos
assigmment this year, so we went to other districts and went through the same
procedure of choosing groups within classes. You see that they are pretty good
on letter-sound correspondences, but when it comes to decoaing they are not so

good.

So to answer your question, there is great diversity. 1 wouldn't dream of
saying that every child should get this program. The program would move terribly
;lowly, especially in the beginning, for kids who don't need it. It's for a very *
low-acoring - group, children who are particularly reading-disabled 'uithin a

learning-disabled population. .
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ROSMER: Are they getting other reading instruction at the same time?

WILLIAMS: Yes. And that varies a lot. Sometimes it turns out that this program

-

is the only instruction they are getting that’s structured.

ROSMER: And this is only list reading? Do they have any stories to read, any

words in the context of sentences?

WILLIAMS: Oh, I forgot to mention that. That was another thing that we were
grandiose about in the beginning. in our letter-sound correspondences wnit, we
also decided to throw in some -sight uoyds, to learn the same simple way. Then
the children could use the material in a sentence context, and would realize that
the program was actually teaching them to "read." This was done partly for the

kids and, frankly, partly for the teachers.

But, you know, these children don’t learn sight words very easily either,
and what we have decided to do, we still have little sentences, cartoon pictures,
you know, and sentences under each, but we are just going to give them to the

teachers. The teachers can use them as they will.

And I think what will happen, and what we will recommend, is that the

teachers read everything except the words that the child can decode.

And then if any of these kids do have some sight word ability, they may very
well have some low-level sight vocabulary, and just never have learned these

decoding strategies, then they could read in context.

ROSNER: Why should somebody--no offense meant here--but why should somebody use

this, rather than one of the structured programs that are already available?

ERIC
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WILLIAMS: Speaker requested that her comserits be deleted.
ROSNER: 1 mean, what is distinctive about it?

WILLIAMS: I think what is distinctive about it is that it introduces in
1solation certain component skills--segmentation and blending of phonemes--that
usually are introduced only in the context of actual decoding, that {is, with
letters, and thus all of the visual components of the reading task. And
therefore they are not mastered easily by very disabled children. Second, the
prograa moves very slowly, and there is a whole lot of material that the teacher
can use with children who need a whole lot of material. In many instances a
program can be very well structured, and yet the developer leaves it to the
teacher to construct sore worksheets, or devise more games. In theory the
teacher ought to be able to do this, but really, he can’t, or if he can, he

won't.
SUPPES: Do any of the children you work with have speech problems?

WILLIAMS: They are pretty normal, but there are some Spanish children in this

group.

SUPPES: That's a separate probleam, a bilingual one, but 1 mean in terss of their

native language.

WILLIAMS: 1 don't think that they would be considered language disabled in that

way.
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ROSNER: - By eight years old, then, you have got quite a solid spoken language

facility to build on? That itself is no problem at all? -
WILLIAMS: I don’t think that it is.

BLOCK: Joanna, is there a planned transition for something after ‘this program?
WILLIAMS: MNot at this point, la'r.en.

BLOCK: 1 mean, not with respect to your pians, but in terms of where you see

these kids going?

WILLIAMS: I see the program as a supplement. It focuses on skills that wmost
programs, even the very structured ones, slide over rather rapi'dly, because most .
children catch on to theam fairly easily. This prograa is Ior<e{:ildren who, don't
catch on easily even at this basic level. \
~
/

RESMICK: What do you plan to use in evaluating next year? /

WILLIAMS: Ve will develop our own test, on exact'ly the skills, with exactly the
content, using the transfer uteri‘als that we have not used in.instruction.
There are a couple of comprehensive decoding tests, 1 would like to try onme of
thoae I would love to be able to get some standar~dized reading measure. The

problems of doing anything like that in the New York School System are huge.

it's very, very difficult to get permission to give “tests.®

MSNICK: But ’Jou would not expect relative isprovement on the tests that have a
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comprehension, paragraphs plus questions?
.HILLIAHS: I don't know, Lauren. MNot from this alone. But you could argue that
if it made children more ‘reaponaive to their reading instruction in the
classroom, then you would see some improvement. But 1 am really‘ sure that it
would show up, knowing what actually happens in these classrooms with reading
instruction, frankly. |

GORDON: Joanna, you mentioned that this year's progras, am_i your teacher

éo;.loagues have assumed that it's not an inappropriate load for a year, but you

didn't '1ndicate what kind of time is involved in a unit. Is it five minutes a
Fa day, or an hc‘mr, or--

. <

f WILLIAMS: Well, we said, "Do it for 10 or 15 minutcs-a day, four days a ueek,' .
please.” The mean session length was, 1 think, 29 minutes, with a standard
deviation of something like nine msinutes. ‘ The lowest was 15 sinutes. One
teacher used the progras for something like 38 minutes a day, uhtich is a lot of

instruction in this setting.

RESNICK: So they are hungry for something structured to use.

WILLIAMS: It is very structured for the kids; it is also extremely structured
' - .
for the teacher and easy to use. She just picks up at the point where she left

14

off. We never make her look for a game two pages back, or look up anything in an

index. If we have to print sosething 10 times, it's printed 10 times.

-

#

HALLAG‘: This also suggests sosething about how much children-like to do this
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kind of thing, once they are given the opportunity.
WILLIAMS: The kids seeam to enjoy it.

GORDON: Do you worry about the impact of time exposed to treatment as opposed to
the nature of treatment? In other words, in your contemplated evaluation, would
[ 4

you think that any other structured program, to which children were exposed for

an average of 30 minutes a day-- )

WILLIAMS: It would be very helpful.

GORDON : Do. you worry about the youngsters who seem to be showing unusual
progress, or those that seem to be showing less than usual progress? You had
dismissed earlier the efforts of individualization. And I was wondering if you
were looking at the youngsters who seemed to be responding particu'larly to what
you were doing. ‘

WILLIAMS: We would like to, and we haven't yet. 1It's a ‘atter of getting
further, more difficult permission to go into what's called thg confidential
folders, I am sure you are familiar with that systes in New York--we haven't
éott.on into those folders yet, and there may be something worth pursuing there.
I’ Adon't think it's very siiple. 1 certainly wouldn't try to give them a test of
aQdality preference o; anything like that. As far as our ssall group instruction
is concerned, if kids seem to be lagging behind very much, then teachers are
pretty good about just pulling those kids out and giving them some extra help on
their own. 'We don't recommend it, but that seems to be what happens. And 1 am
sure that's what teachers do ordinarily, with whatever instruction they are

Q
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offering.

GORDON: If you could afford to have somebody debrief those teachers, it aight be

informative to you to inquire about the characteristics of these special kids.
WILLIAMS: Yes. It's a good idea to probe the teachers. . .

HAMMOND: Do you know about how teachers relate this to the other stuff they are

doing in reading or language arts, or whatever they call it?

WILLIAMS: Frankly, they don't do very much.

. HAMMOND: They don't do anything? .

WILL1AMS

They don't relate things very much.

-

HAMMOND: Have you tried to do gnything about that? '

WILLIAMS: No, I haven't. And that's really a good thtng to try to do next year. .
We have not touched anything like that.

WILLIS: Are these trained special education teachers? They sound like special
education classes I have seen. Reading instruction is frequently at a zero level

in such oclasbes.

WILLIAMS: They are spﬁchl education teachers, and they are trained pretty well. ‘

In fact, this is one thing that's special about this year. We had wonderful luck
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with our teachers, gnd I think it's because we were wonderfully lucky to have a
sreally good liaison with theﬁschools, Sidney qudstein. ge helped us choose the
geacﬁers: Hg_ have had no ‘attrition asong tegche;s.‘ They vary in how
enthusiastic they q;e, but. .they have all stayed with th; program. And we have
hadaattritién of enly five ki&s out -of the 64. All of this leads me to believe

that those teachers are quite good, able and willing.

-

?»
BECK: K concern that came up in the last conference, and even the first, Joanna,

wvas ,that a very well structured, organized phonic approach is not particularly

connected to the texts the students ére geading in their reader. As soon as you

T

get to letters, then I like it. Before that, a lot is lost, because there is not
the connective tissue¢’ between what the student is doing here, and what he does in

reading connected text.

Tuat worries me, because 1 think that as -soon as possible you waﬁt to

" provide a chance' to use these woi'ds in meaningful ways.

WILLIAMS: Yes, I think that's an excellent point. I really 1like the idea of
trying to work out ourselves some’ of these transfer strategies for the teacher.
If the teacher can use the instructional techniques later in another context, it

is good. &

£y

But I also think that uhate;er concepts are involved in decoding
(correspondences, phoneme wmanipulation), that it can't help but rub off on the

rest of their reading.

BECK: Yes, I agree that it will rub off, but I wonder if ;luill make the kind

ol powerful dent that it could if students could use of these decoding

IToxt Provided by ERI
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concepts immediately in connected text.

\x; .y ! Y .
WILLIAMS:. Well, Isabel, as I said, we tried. We have a very limited--

s

<)

BECK: I know. . - . ,

WILLIAMS: I will really take that suggestion to heart, not by putting more

T ——

. context in this program, but by trying to develop ways of having the teacher use ,

some of these strabegies in other contexts.
SR SN PR r

- LT A
<

ﬁEIﬁ“ Hé developed a réading program where we introduced all possible

4 -

conbinftions of vouel + oonsapant aﬁd consonant + vowel and called them digrams,

and we taught that some digrams are uorns, and trigrams, and some trigrams are
words, and quadragrams, and some quadragrams are words, etec, We introduced

.vowels and copsonants of every possible combination in 2, 3, Vug and/ 5 letter
v : — T, .

combinations. . ' . e

. . 7
We had lots of questions we wanted answered. One was, which is the easiest'.’
> w5 °

vowel sound to learn? We were able to identify it with all children (th;s was a °

learfing disabled population across three school districts); that the first one
introduced\ was the most difficult to learn, the secbnd'most difficﬁlt to learn

was the second one, regardless of whigh-shert vowel sound or ‘which long vowel ..

sound it wab. , ' , ) .
. Ly

We also controlied for rate, so that as we introduced each of the digrams
“ and trigrams, they had to perform within a time limit. The time limit we
established based upon their .previous performance, so everyone had a different ‘

rate at which they had to learn. ‘And we peld them to that performance. Through

‘41 "' '.r
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our mastery expectations, we completely changed our high responding pupils to
low, ;nd our low to high. The low studants required more practice in order to
master tbé compinations and at sustained longer practice time they performed at
higher rates. So if you can visuaiize, ;8;% high responding students neFd five

-

practices, they pass their task in, say, 26 sgcond‘s; the low, who required eight
tasks at 13 seconds, so the 26-second e&pectation was for the high group of
studeﬁts and the 18 far the low. By the end ¢c° "he year, and we repeated this
~f'or' three years, we cm;;létely tqrned the . bles,. so that our high achieving

,'entry students became low achieving students, and vice versa.
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