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- S CHAPTER ONE

Fragmatics:

Still Another Contribution of Linguistics to Reading

It has always aﬁused linguists that the field of reading would allcw tc
develop the perfectly asinine notion that there is such a thing as a " a
linguistic approach to reading.' One of the more obvious aspects of the
act of reading (in most languages at least} is that, in some mysterious
way¥, the knowledge of his language that a reader possesses is called upon
and made use of. There can be little question about this sctivity among
most readers who are speakers of apphabetic languages. This %s not to say
that such readers do not also call on other skills. Undoubtedly they mak:
heavy use of the very stuff of-psychology, but we have yet to hear of
"The psychology approach to reading.' It seems rather clear that social end
cultural knowledge are also called upon by the reader but there has been ro
discernible rush to establish a "sociological approach to reading.' The ;
major principles of information processing are utilized in the rczding

process but no movement secms to be formenti-g for 'an information processin;

approach to reading." Why linguistics has been singularly blessed with
such a bumden is not at all clear but the phenomenon is certainly apparent

when state textbook selection committees (as in Texas) set up "The

linguistic approach' as a category of reading materials which must be !
represented on the' state adoption list. |
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At first blush it would anpear tlat linguiste could be happy to be sc
highly valued by reading teachers but a closer examination of the situation
will reveal that the attention paid ty reading speééaliaggto linguists
has been superficial, fragmented and misguided. The reasons for this
warped vicw of the field are not entirely the fault of the veading establish-
‘ment. Linguists must share the biame, largely because they are generally
unaware of what is going on under the name of linguistics in this field.
But here, as on every ofher occasion in which the excuse is utilized,
ignrrance is certainly not exqgusable.

Linguists, for example, have known for some time that their field
involves a great deal more than phonology. Yet all through the fifties
and sixties thé term linguistics was synoymous with letter-sound cor:ecpcnd-
ences for most people in reading research, materials development and tezch-
ing. Such awareness was often accompanied by signs of relief that however

" esoteric this new Jinguistics might be, it at least bore some similarity
to more comfortuble phonics, givi;é virth to the enduring confusion betwren
phonetics and phonics, a distinction made clearly by Charles Fries but
missed completely by those who chose not. to see it.

Another trivialization of the presumed linguistic approach to rcading
came about as a result of efforts to apply the then orthodoxy of languaze
teaching,ta the readiang proczss. Repetition drills were very popular at
that time and it was naturally assumed that sentences like '"Nan can fan
Dan” would bring systematic, predictable regularity to the otherwise

L g
chaotic chore of learning to read. WNow linpuistics meant two things:

e — . ——
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noise making and repeated noise making. Where linguists were hibermating

through all of this is not very clear. Those ware not languishing in
their ivory towers of Old Irish proncuns were undoubtedly ignorant of
the £act that langque contains words, grammar, sentences, discourse, ~
context apd, above allt meaning or they ?ould not observe the underlyiag
sense of it all. At any rate, a néw orthodoxy deyeloped and Nat fhe fat
rat came into prominence and the li;guistié approach was redefined.
Largely through the efforts of Kenneth Goodman, Frank Srith and their
colleagues ;nd students, & counter movemént to the obviously overdrawn
focus on language units smaller than‘a word developed. The new evidence,
imprassively researched a;d,eloquently presented, argues against decoding
and for moving immediately to syntax processing. Linguistics is again
redefined to include sentence and discourse 1evei processing. The mejor
objection to this healthy infusion of new blood ;ygp‘the reading procesc
is that it tends to categorically reject other legitimate language

processing units. To be sure, letter-sound correspondences are grossly

overemphasized in most reading programs-and it may well be that by paying

-
A}

continuous attention to only .the phorological language access in rcading,
wore students are lost from boredom than f£:om ignorance or willful
slothfulnese. In any case, borrcwing their premises from classical
generative grammar, Goodman and Smith see reading as syntax cr discourse
processing of meaning units, rot the ome-to-one decoding of -sound uniis.
This healthy advanc? in understarding how language processing takes place

in reading is generally ref:rred to as psyraplinguistiecs and reeding.

¥




Not in disagreement with t 1e excellent notions of Goodman and Smith but

in reaction to the still appar:nt incompleteness of this concept of

linguistics, I convened a symposium on linguistics and fﬁading at the 1973

New Orleans meeting of the International Reading Association. It was- oy
contention that many aspects of linguistics, could be brought to bear on
e act of reading besides those of phonology and grammar. Sociolinguistics,
for example, is one such area. Another is a rapidly developing'field of
study shared by anthropologists agd linguists gamerally eeferred to as the
ethnography of communication, In addition, we need to kuow a great deal
more about the interrelationsuip of clild langnage acquisition to the
ways he acquires reading skills uaud PIuicceing, ‘Luc area ~f lingnistics
which‘seemed most attractive, however, grows out of a developing thcory
which exists almost in reaction against the excesses of generative grammax. .
Recently the term pragmatics has come to be used by linguists to refer to -
the task of recordiyg and explaining a port{oa of linguistic reality.
Pragmatics is generally concerned wiih the broader role'of context as it

is related to the beliefs and attitudes of the participants in a
conmunication event. It deals with their status relationships and the

- purpose or intent of their communication.

This developing incerest in pragmztics by linguists grows out of the
sontroversy about whether or not syntax can be dealt with in isclation from °
meaning. Oddly enough,hthe fields of linguistics and reading had both
tried, for a lengthy perind, to szparate meaning‘f;om the major thrust of

their work. One might legitimately ask what the concept of reading might

. s b
refer to if it does not involve meaning. One also might question what the

7
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field of graumar might denote if meaning continued to be separated from
the analysis. But uwven tﬁe more traditicnal generative grammarians, those
who believe that syntax should be studied autonomously, mpst work with a

. /W

meaning-preserving hypothesis. That is, they must assume, that stages in

the derivation of a grammar related by trans@iormational rules must not

" differ in meaning.l To preserve such a hypothesis, it is necesarry to

=

speculate about the factors that contribute to meaning. It is obvious

that some differences in meaning are smaller than others and sgme are more
inconsistant and are considezred to be pragmatic. Mesning difference; which

are large and consistent are considered semantic, Therefore, linguists

interested in semantics should inciude references to pragmatics. More

specifically, linguiQ;s ftho have begun to question the completenss or ' i\\\
appropriateness of the body‘of linguistic facts which have traditionally

been considered the subject matter of linguistics have come to consider

the appropriataness of pgagmatics as a necessary beginning point in

lingugscig analysis. There are three‘essential claims made by such

linguists:

1. That native speakers know not only the form
of sentences but also the appropriate use of them.

2. That native speakers understand the relationship
between sentences which are formally, syntact‘ra111 |
and semantically di stinct. |

- 8. That native speakers can carry on ccnversations with
sentences that the syntax and ‘sematics does not
predict, but that seem regular and predictable.

1. Margar2at Griffin, YPragmatics? Linguistic Reporter, November 1974, ’

»
~
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To account for these factors of language use in natural context, linguists
make use of the pragmatics of natural language. ,
It seems obvious, then, that pragmatics deals with the aspects of
meaning that are token oriented, not type oriented. That i;, the element
~_ to investigzte is the utterance, not the sentence. Furthermore, the .
utterance must be investigated ;n q well defined context. The wajor
;uestion underlying che study of pragmatics involves’a decision atout

whére the difference between semantics and syntax actually resides.

Whenever a new development in linguistics takes place it seems

~

apprépriate to consider how such devélopments relate éo readiqg. It would
;eem that the ma’jor comntributions of such developments would ie at the
mddle-level of reading rather than at the level of the onset of reading
development. i

At this point, it may be appropriate to point out what appears to
be a contrast betdeen the position of Goodman and Smith from my own stance
‘on the relationship of reading to language processing. Whereas Gooriman
and Smith appg?r to deny the usefulness of eatly level decoding, I stress
its usefulpess, but by no means to the extent attributed to it my most
commercial reading materials. It is my pos?tion, in fact, that learning
to read involves both the mundane behavioral skills stressed by traditional
reading programs a;d the cognitive processes argued for by Goodman and

Suith. .

In my framework, learning to read, at lcast for some children, involves
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thg(}earning of certain skills which, once lesrned, must be almost immediately
shelved for more cognitive stratagies. This statement will label one as a

_ difty cognitivist by the behaviorists who-are attending to what I am saying
. ;

A

and as a dirty behaviorist by the cbgni&ivists who have not yet developed ai -

~attendance lapse. This quandry, however, does not really bother me much for

I have no real concern as to whether I am considered a rat-runner or a cognitive
leeper. As a linguist, not a psyéhologist, I have little to lose no matter
what 1 am considered. With no flag to wave, I can easily assume a position

which involves parts of both theories, a situation which I firmly-believe to e

\ .
be operant in the case of learping to read. That is, my position on what happens

in the learning-to-read process is that at the onset of reading, the more

*

behavioral processes tend to deminate, but as the reader learns more and more

about reading, hé calls\gdge and more on cognitive strategies, especially

those which involve processing.larger and largef language accesses. lore
precisely, at- the onsetoof reading, the reader processes letter-sound
.correspon&enceé, a skiil which oue learns primarily iu oxder to begin to deny
it in.fhvor of ot@er more cognitive strategies later on.

A schematic illustratiou.of my theory of the language accesses involved

in the reading process is the followi%@: ) -

&
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1t should be clear, however, that this sthematic illustration is nct a

description based on research but rather it is a reasonable estimate of what

is likely to be the case once the necessary research has been done. Of
particular importance is that i& displays letter sound correspondence as crucia}
at the onset of" 1earning to read then decreasxngly important as the learning .
Lto read process develops. Similar progression can be noteu\for each of the
other language accesses, with particular focus, in the case of pragmatics, on
the increasing significance of context and discourse. " Note especially that
both accesses are available and important‘at tne onset ég iearning to read but
of relatively low cruciality at thet time. As the learnericontinues to progress

however, he calls less and less on the word to sub-word level accesses and

¢
~

more and more on, the language accesses that are’larger than‘word level.
At this point it should be noted that- most language learning activity
parallels the learning o read preogression insofar as the early stages of

learning are relatively clear cut and show obvious gains whereas the middle

level and advanced stag=2 of languace learning are less well-known and obvious.
~ - (-] v

<«
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That is, in almost every case, the stages in the beginning courses in language

) learning.are relatively well kncwn and measurable bu., as the learner progresses,
the exact stages in his pr&gram are less snd less clear. From a commercial ¢
viewpoiné, we know considerably more about how to construct introductory
courses than we do about how to construct advanced ones.

The parallels to féE&iEg instruction should be clear. Historically ve
havé developed reasonably good onset reading programs L.t increasingly in-
effective advanced ones. iost children who are lgarhing to read show pre-
dictable gains during ;he first year or so, then demonstrate, according to
our admittédly weak measurement system, progressive fall off for the neit »
few years. One contention of this paper is that a reason for this fall off
is that the teaching program continues to focus on onset skili’development at
stages in which more appropriate stzategies would involveJlarger and largér
chunking of the larguage access2s., A second contention is that a teaching -
program in reading should be Iconstrucf:ed t.o develop middle-level reading
skills, a program which will call on a child's knowledgé not only of syntax
(as Goodman and others are doing) but also one which will make use of the
chilgws pragmatic knowledge - his kno&ledge about how language is used. The
remaindér of this paper will be devoted to a set of suggestions for resea%ch

<

and development along such lines. . »

\

In a recent paper on pragmatics, Griffin pointed out some obvious but

little realized things which the act of reading can accomplish. It is
depressing that the field of readipng is so frequently conégived of as a
methodology rather than a contenk. One important contribution of linguistics

to reading has been to identify language and language processing in particular as

one of the contant aress of repding. lore commonly, peihaps, reading is thought

12
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to provide an access to new knowledge thzougﬁ the way such mowledge is
objectivized or unlocked by reading the words about it. Griffin suggests
still another unlocking‘grocess, one.which more clearly evidences the in-
fluence of pragmatics in reading. In an informal experiment, Griffin firsg
had subjects read the following sentences: .

"Have you traveled much since you came .to.the Philippines,' -’
- Elsa asked Carol,

'Well just ‘ir Cebu province. I went to Danao and Moalbqal
last month and last week I visited some friends in Talisay,"
Carol answered.

L 3
ilany accomplished readers of English do not know the names of three towns

in the province of Cebu in .the Philippines. Before theéreading task, subjects

~

‘were asked to name three towns in the Philippines. . If‘the three in the reading

passage or apy other actual towns are named, .the subject was rejected. Then

.

the passage was offered to the remaining subjects. After reading it, the

. subjects could name all three noted in the passage‘desprte the fact that the

passage at no point identifies them as towns. The placés names could be, for

ts -exémple, narts of ane tovn for all the passage actually tells us. If the

~, words of the passage do not tell the-readers that the three cities are in

{ .

_——

. Cebu province, how did the'rEZEEE*iEEEE*EﬁiE?“By—cailing—on.hi%akngwlgggg_;‘h

of language pragmatics. The experigeht demonstrates that reading can add

to the reader's store of facts about the world that enter his kncwledge base

~—

‘by means of language use rather than by objective semantic identity.

If the first sentence in the passage had read 'Have you visited many

towns..." instead of "Have you traveled much...' the reader wculd have been

~
AY

- I3
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specif@gally clued with semantic matches for ghe three towns. But language

- - is aot aliays used co precisely and’read;rs, like any other users of language,
learn.hou to process pragmatically as welllaé semantically. One of the curious
things about such a lack of semantic specificity is that human beings seem to
be paradoxically programmed to need to be specific and, at the same time, to
need to be subtly suggestive. It is well known that the use of connotation
and synonymy allow for semantic sutlety. A second contribution to language
sublety appears to be «wvailable through the understanding of how meaning is

accomplished through sentence use, oOr thfbugh the combined use of more than

i
3

one sentence, . !
-

Since readers can acquire anwledge about Ehe Féal world through language
use, it would appear obvious that knowledge of ;he/%acts about language use
in the real world is useful if not necessary for éﬁod reading. The readers
in the Griffin experiment learned something that/;as not otherwise madz
explicit solely by means of their knowledge of ﬁanguage use, Why not en-
capsulate such kaowledge in the development of/a reading.brogram? Language
users do not have to depend on outright statements, Nor do they reqﬁire or
expect lengthy ones. In reading, as in normJl oral language, there is much
‘that is left unsaid. éuch information is often implied by what is said and is
often filled in by the reader in terms of his background knowledge of the real
world. ~ cursory examination of the Watergate t:anscribts will provide a weglth
of examples og/such implied information.

The theory of reading I wish tn support ic ome in which the learner
eventually scquires the ability to spot implicatures, to understand wha;

is left unsaid, to skip over redundancies, to spot the important, to skim

Foap e

R

14 R

o

%
A




over the unimportant and many other highly important cognitive processes.

Wﬁg; we have lacked in order to build on such a theory has been a .theory of
lenguage which will enable suchk reading research to be relevant and focused.
nlassical generative grammar could not provide such a theory. It avoided the
very study of meaning as much as possible and cared less for non-linguistic

contexs/sgpditiaﬁs. The contentiocn of this paper is that the developing field

-
—

of pragmatics is beginning to offer such a theory.
All of the exact types of information which may be implied from a

discourse have not yet been satisfactorily determined. Even thovzh such

" information is as yet unsettled, H.P. Grice's deLimitation of conversational

imolicatures includes principles and maxims which shape the discourse. ;

- Ll(/
cipants in a conversation- should follow the accepted principle of language

Grice's cooperative nrinciple,says only that the contribution of parti- !
exchange. Various maxims support hhis principle. The maxim of quantity
requires that each contribution should be as informative as is required but
not irrelevantly informative. The maxim of duality says only that each
cortribution should not include wﬁat is believed to be false or lacking in
evidence. The'maxi; of relation s;ecifies that conversational participants
should be relevant. The maxim‘of manner requires participants to avoid
ambiguity, obscurity and disorder. Grice's contention is that the cooperative
principle is necessary for 1ahguage exchanges of any type to be successfully
carried out. When these principles and maxims are violated, confusion and lack

o% comprehension obtains. Yet such informationm, as has been noted earlier, has

little or nothing to do with the literal content of the grammatical structures.

Instead it relétes to knowledge of how language is used in the real world.
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In recent timas, linguists iaterested in the pragmatics of natural
language have begun io,explore what i; involved in processing such sencences
as, "It certainly is hot in here" which, under proper contextual circumstances
may be understood tJ mean "Please open the window” or "Turn down the thermestat."
Likewise, we all know if, when seated at a dinner table, someone says 'Can you
pass the butter" one does not respond by saying "yes I can.,"

Thus, this aspect of lgnguage, little studied in any formal sense, provides
us with facts about how semantic processing takes place when the surface mani-
festation of language, as in the sentence "It certainly is hot in here,'" bLears
little phonological ;& lexical relationship toiéﬁé ﬁgde;z;igg;;éaﬁigg.uuéiﬁce
a zreat deal of readigg instruction is based on the presumed one-to-one
re??EESnShiP of writte? words to dictionary meaning, it is likely that pragmatic
aspects of language han been almost totally neglgcted either as a potential
problem or as a likely asset.

Children who are learning to read already know a great deal about language.

-

| They may not be able to articulate exactly what it is that they know (this comes

ater, in endless semesters of something cal}ed English grammar) but there can
be little doubt about the fact that they know it. What linguists who study

pT gmntic; add to this known situation is that thzse same children also

a geeat deal about language usage. 'That is, they know a great many of the
ge routines such as the "pan vou please pass the butter' type noted -

. earlie In essense, what we need to know about-the interface between the

pragmatics of natural language and learning to read are several things:

\
AN
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1. What is the extent to which such knowledge is applied
in reading?

] 2. what are the conflicts or potential conflicts that grow

~ - -~ out of a difference between the aspects of pragmatics used
by the writer and the aspacts of pragmatics called upon by
the reader?

3. Vhat are the differences, if they eﬁist, between the facts
about language usage which a person calls vpon in speaking
and listening as opposed to reading and writing.
To this point we have focussed on the ways in which reading can offer
new facts about the world if the reader will only call on his knowledge of how
language is used. The obverse is equally tuzue. 1f the reader does not have
the appr?priate facts about the real woél& and;Ianguage usage available to
him, he may not be able to read the passage in which such information is
critical. Carol Chomsky's research shows that the developmental acquisition
of certain grammatical structures bears a direct relationship to the child's
ability to process such structures in reading (1972). This evidence for the
need fior a match between grammatical structure and reading seems to justify
our hypothesis that a similar match must exist between pragmatics and reading.
As Griffin observes, “"accomplished readers acquire facts about the world from
reading and on the other hand need to have facts about the world to be
accomplished readers.” (1974).

Whenever there is an interchange between disciplines, when the facts

of one field are exchanged with the facts of another, there is irevitable

_ problem of terminology. Even an apparently clear word like context bears

further scrutiny. Some reading manuals refer to context cldes, but in general

very little is done with them.

¢ ~




Context m;y be seen to be helpful to the reader on many {evels at the
same‘time. The informaticn which is left unsaid in a2ny given sentence is
deeply dependent‘upon the context in which it must be implied. On a more
obvious level, a sentence like "Father drove to the supermarket’ leaves unsaid
several obvious facts. For one thing, the setting is clearly mid-twentieth

century, a fact signaled by the terns, supermaket, Having determined this, the

«

word drove signals the existence of a car (more quantitatively predictable than
truck or bus) rather than a horse, donkey or goat. "There is little in the

semantic structure of supermarket which signals modernity. There is even less

in drove which signals car. Yet most readers will clearly £fill in such infot;

mation as they process the sentence in question, To put all such information
in the surface form of the sentence would yield something like "In the mid'
twentieth century at an unspecified particular time, Father drove a car
(prebably his own) to the supermarket (probably for the purpose of purchasing
groceries for his family). Layers of other implications can be imagined. Cne
must f£ill in that father had money as a result of being gainfully employed
(although other less predictable alternatives also are bossible) and that he
intended to provide sustenance to his children (the word father implies
children,.including, quite likely, the person who utte;ed the sentence).
Context can be increasingly helpful to the reader as the passage becomes
increasingly predictable. Since clichds are the most predictable, they
provide the most predictable contexts for reading: |

Sharp as a -

as a cucumber.

Familiarity of object, concept or event is almost as pre@iccable as cliches:

18
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1 eat lots of bread aad j .

The batter hit the . .

Since it seems cleer that readers predict what they do not know on the
basis of what they do know, it w¢ \d see appropriate to make use of predictable
contexts: even cliches, in e;rly reeding situations. More important, it would
seem appropriate to avoid unpredictabte{cohtexts, such as figures of speech,
metaphors or unkpown concepts at such a stage in reading acquisition. Few
reading programs ask the reader to call on context clues in any positive,
constructive way. Most programs could benefit even from knowing how to
avoid counter productive contexts.

One problem in developing context processing skills in readers i; 4in
getting the children to know where to look for critical information or clues.
It is my opinion that aa early stnge would be to provide scntences with a
blank with several potential fillars. The child must select one filler, then

mark the word or words in the sentence which motivated their selection. For

3

exzaple:
The sailors were reading their . __for winter storage.
° ‘ i and
. planes
. cars
) boats
wet

In this case the reader would pick beats and circle sailors as the motivation.

Naturally, i} would be possible to believe that sailors might ready their cars

or plapes for winter storage, but this choice is less predictable than boats.

_The other two choices, and and wet, are excluded_on grammatical grounds.




with strategically placed blanks bat with no particular foius on specific

. the reader should read carefully. On the contrary, the skill to be developed

Similar language processing exerciscs might include the use of sentences

motivating clues. For example:

Jane's room is because the i{s open.

Giant_. broke over the deck of the et

The skill involved in learning to process reading by context clues runs

counter to a widely nheid but obviously erroneous assumption of reading - that

\
is one of learming.to ignore as much of the printed page as possible while still

getting the general meaning. Ironically enough, most tests of reading ccmpre-

hension run the risk of pemalizing the efficient reader who has learned to make

use of context clues to spot the important parts of the passage and to ckiu over
the unimportant. For example, the following type of question requires the

reader to pay careful attention to relatively unimportant details:

Read the sentence below. Put an X by eny other following sentence that
means the same thing as the first sentence.

A red fox fawily on a single hunt may catch eight pounds
or more of mice and rabbits.

“

Oon a single hunt, a red fox family may catch
eight pounds or more of rabbits and mice.

Eight pounds or more of mice and rabbits may
catch a red fox family on a single hLunt.

Eight or more red foxes on a hunt may catch a
single family of mice or rabbits. ) ’

’ 3

As many as eight pounds or more of mice and

rabbits may be caught by a red fox family on a single hunt.
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Such an exercice as the one above seems to contribute little to the
efficient acquisition of meaning through reading. If anything, the task
will develcp cautious apd suspicious readers. Rather, the task of processing
involves confidence and a williﬁgness to hypothesize from limited information.
The real trick is in learning to seek ocut the right clues and to avoid the
wrong ones. I have often wondered why we have not malle better use of the
knowledge and intuition of good‘readers in an effort to discover how they
actually process such.passages as the following:

Can you remember when a friend wunted something you aad? .

And you wished you had something that belonged to your friend?
And then the two of you traded? Long ago, before there was any

mouey-everyone traded the things they didn't need for the things
they wanted. Suppose you had two cows but no hay to feed them.
You might find someone who v~uld trade you-some hay for cne of
your cows. Then both of you would have what you needed.

But sometimes trading didn't work so well, Sometimes traders
couldn't agree just how much hay one cow was worth. Even when
they did agree, there were problems.' They mighe decide the hay
was worth only half a cow., 3But since half a cow is really no
cow at all, the man would still have to give a-whole cow for
the hay. Trading was sometimes disappointing. And it was often
hard work.

Recent expcriments in walking a éhild through a reading test, administered
it individually and orally hase been very revealirg. We h;;e learned, for .
example, when asking a child why he answered what he did,gthat he sometimes
answers wrong even though he knows the right anéﬁer, or that he answers
right but for the wrong reasons. One can on.iy wonder what a test score '
can mean when the variation of right and wrong answers is so whimsicai. By

the same token, it is revealing to have children read passages like the

preceding, then immediately say the three werds which stand out most in their




memories. Good readers will recall grading, problem, cow or perhaps other
important words in the passage. By tracing the qlués offered hy good readers,
we can learn something about the process involved in such search strategies.m
Eventually we can learn that a word which is often repeated is not always. an
efficient clue. 1In this sense, the word problem is; probably a more efficient
clug then cow or hay.

From such exercises we can learn the use of context, in the field of
reading, refers to the act of determining the meaning of an unknown word by
first noting the rest of the sencence, then guessing at the meaning of the
unknown word which appears in it. The other words iq the sentence and perhaps
even the syntax help the child unlock its meaning. The sentence '"There were
seven yellow fleegies growving in the backgard", contains an unknown word,
fleegles, An informai‘check on the reactions of twenty subjects showed that
flcegles are thought to be flowers or bushes. The fact that seven of them can
gr&w in a backyard implies something about size. That they are yellow tends
tto rule. out the more comnonly knowa trees. |

In the case of the-pragmatics of natural lénguage, the term ccntext takes

o

on additional weanings. The basic meanings of the word, in such inStances,

are assumed to be known. 'Can you pass the butter! contains no words which
come close to the "fleegles' category in this regard. Linguists consider

context to be more than just the surrounding syntax and phonology. It includes

the reader, the attitudes, beliefs and values inherent in both the purpose of

the social context, a reflection of the expectations of both the writer and
the sender and the subjective reactions of the receiver.

22
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} - The sense of situational appropriateness in such a wide range of

contextual possibilities can be very complex. Recently, for example,.l observed
a pragmatic confusion in a Physician's office. The patieént, obviously con-
templative about the purpose of her physical examination,»completgly misunder-
$tooG the doctor's opening greeting:

4

Dactor: Hello, Mrs. J - » how are you today?

~

Hrs. J: Well, I've been h;ving(g lot of pain in my side.

No words were uttered by either ‘the pgtienﬁ or the doctor as the
realization of both of their. errors took place. Only awkward r$ilance and body
twisting ensued. In most social conté#ts, "How are you" has little or nothing
. to do with ones health. In a doctor's office, however, the territory becomes
confused; at least for some patients. )

Likewise, the status e*pectation of a réader or listerner is critical
to effective communication. Regardless of’how much empathy a physician may
develop for a working class patient, some evidence exists that it is in-
appropriate for the doctor to try to.talk with his patient in the patient's
cwn social dialect. Instances in which such behavior has been recorded seem.
Qto indicate that a patient's expectation is for the doctor to speak 'doctor
talgl" not "patient talk". He is expected to be clear and he must deve}Op
receptive compatence for his patient's language: but he .runs the risk of

, inappropriate violation of expectqtion if he tries to speak it.

In the research on vernacular Black English done primariiy in the

sigties, it was established that there is a continuum which ranges from the

sort of speech used in everyday life to the typé which is found in more

formal writing. Speakers of non-standard vernacular wersions of English ..

—— L
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.

tend to be farther away from written language than are apeakers of a moreastand#rd

dialect, Thus, when it comes time'f;r speakers of a non-sténdard English to

learn to read, thc relationship of writing to spéech sets up a greater pre-

dictability gap then it does for standard English speakers. As a result of

this realization, several hypotheses were suggested (Wolfra&, 1973) but few

wer§ ever thoroughly assessed. It was suggested for example, that a sentence

such as "Jane asked if she could have some cake' might be grammatically unpre=

dicatable for a child wpose home langgage specified the -equivalent "Jane ask .o

could she have some cake." The exact consequences of such unpredictability

was never really charted, for the issue became clouded with non-linguistic
considerati?ns, @ainly by the negative reactions of the general public to any
written manifestation of nonjstandard language in an educational context,

% "The principle of the mismatch, or potential mismatch of the spokea versus the
written lansuagejcontinues to be ‘operative, however, even in cases in which
non~-standard versus standard English is not an issue. At the onset of reading
instruction, when children are focusing most of their efforts ou processing
at the word level or smaller, such a mismatch may be less obtrusive. Bur ynce
the“child goes beyond the more mechanical aspects of reading and into more
cognitive predicting at the ;ancence and discourse level, the similarities
between the language used in real life and the language which one has to

read way become‘incréésingly unclear. The stuff about language which he knows

and uses in his own speaking may be known and used by a writer in a quite

different manner. Such a mismatch can prevent proper clue processing and

, hamper effective readings, especially for the reader who has mastered the
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smaller language unit processing skills adeqqgﬁely enough to have begun to

call on them less and less while he moves\?o éyntqctic and discourse oriented

\
Y

processing, ‘ A

\, Q

A o

Many of the potential mismatches which cgh occur in tﬁe processing of
\
sentences Yy middle~-level .readers stem from the generally unrecognized

differences which exist between speaking and writikg repertoires. There

.are certain tings that one writes but never speaks Qgé others which one

speaks but nevr yrites. For example, we typically wr te “He will go" but

<

say "He's going=o go." But such differences between speech and writing are

not limited to 8-mmatical distinctions. Frequently wa\ingeude irrelevant

. information in Wrlten language, especially unmemorable subordinate clauses

~

P . \\
which are inserted qther to compact mere information into the sentence or to
\
\

represent an aira of aunty youthfulness:

John, who Werg pow ties and short pants, never plays !
- football or nnis. . \

s \

\
Such a sentence clirly violates Grice's cooperative principle. What is

suggested is that a care’] study be made of -the ways in which early and middle

level reading materia 1"3. hé{le the various maxims" .which support the coopcrative
: » ‘e (d " \

' : . o \

principle. Does irrelevanc inrerfere with meaning? Is the passage ambiguous.

obscure or disorderly? ) « \

Students wad\are learnin ~o reag alreacy know quite a bit about language
\

usage. Ve have known for quiti;ome gime thct they know a.great deal about

grammar and phonelogy. To date : have been grimarily concerned about the
» .

latter and we have tended to ign.c the, former, the pragmatics of language

»
) B

°
o
(W]




as it relates to reading. Just exactly how does a reader apply his knowledge
of languige pragmatics to the reading process? Uhat are éhe conflicts between
the language pragmacics of the writer andNthose of the reader? How different
are the facts of usage in writing from those of speaking? Aré such gaps
inh;rent? Are they exacerbated by parti.alar materiél§? Dces the focus on

_ certain meéhods of teaching reading at certain times inqthe cq?riculgm lead

< _to more extemnsive gaps? Exactly which pfinciples or maxims of language usage

S

- - are é&pically violated in reading materials? What types of éonfliccs between
. ]

the language pragmatics of reader and writer are tolerated? °* Which ones are

13

critical?

o

0

These and many other ques.ions have been revealed by the recent develep-

¢

%
ment.of pragmatics in linguistics. The implication for reading is obvious,

i
What remains to be done is the work.

~
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CHAPTER TWO

Research in Functional Language

As It Relates to the Teaching of Reading

vappry

T et A

Introduction

: A few years ago a book was written and-dedicated by its

3

author, Albert Culluh,”to all of those grownups who, as children,

died in the arms of compulsory education.' The book, The

Geranium on the Window Sill Just Died but Teachsr You Went Right

On (Quist, 1975) contains some marvellous vignettes about class-
roor language. Of particular interest to linguists is the page
) which contained fhese words:

L Good boys and good girls always listen.
T To learn, we must listen.

A sie must listen all. the time.

. Good boys and girls never talk,

but they always listen. —

WE should listen and listen and listen!
To you, teacher, '

R and your words, your words, your words.
Your words, your words, your words,
Your words! “

’

- Phe child of this quotation had learned a very important thing
* about child language: that it was asymetrical. You don't get a
turn if you're a child. Turn taking in any other form of life -

has quite different rules. Furtherrore, teachers car intertupt’

<

&
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children but children cannot interrupt teachers. Language, so
comfortable and predictable at home, on the playground and on the
street is, in the school room, not what it seems. Children are the
learners but the teachers are the ones who ask the questions. Does
this make sense? qply in education and only at the expense of
learning a new set of language rules for the express purpose of
learning the content which expresses these rules. Linguists have
bécome very interested in these functional uses of language in
recent years and this paper will delimit some of the areas in which
this functional language of children relates 'to the teaching of
reading.

This history of the relationsiaip between linguists and ‘
reading researchfrs has been spotty at Lest.. On the whole, linouists
who are traired primarily in linguistics have shown little interest
in reading and reading specialists have often failed to ﬁndefs;qu
one of the most important things about reading: that it is a
language processing operation.

Research in the field of ?eading is actually rather recent.
The first doctoral dissertations in reading were in the twenties.
Fropm 1925 to 1935 there were about thirty-five dissertation and

654 research studies, mostly looking at the product, not e PYocess.

. . . . . . . - . .
It was_ a time of interest 1n disabilities, reversals and readinéss.

.Fron 1235 to 1950 was actually a setback in reading rg;garch.

liany interview studies, questionnaire-baseﬁ¢sﬁastical studies

.




U e

3
b

T
LN

were common. From 1950 to 1965-there wevre about fifty dissertations
a yeaf. More:attention was paid to research design, disabilities,
personality, concept formation and reinforcement. Practically no
studies connected reading to language. Testing is rampant, based
on largely unreliable and invalid instruments. Since 1965 there

has been a gradual buildup of studies in interdisciplinary aspects
of reading. In the research departments at some universities the

language base has now become integral in reading research.

The Development of Interest in Linguistics and Reading

Out of this tra&ition, it is not surprising that linguists
have shown little interest in what was called rcading (at least
until very recently). On the other hand, linguists were equally
myopic about their own field. In the forties, the major work
in linguistics seems to have been in phonology. his is |
natural since the sounds of language have high recurrence and a
relatively controllable inventory. The mouth is a great deal
;halier than, for example, the totality of semantics. The
study of meaning,in the forties and fifties, was largely limited
to the word or morpheme level. This sct the stage for the new
transformationalisﬁ of the sixties whicli focussed on syntax
rather than phonology or words but WhiSE,Stlll kept meaning at
safe afm's length. :

Peonles' knowledge of linguistics is said to be the nroduct

of the time in which they learned it. The individual soon

29 .
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finds that it is necessary to nove out from what was taught and
continue to learn. iew disg}plines, such as linguistics, are
particularly hard oﬁﬁtheir practitioners in this regard for
e there is always a new theoretical revolution lurking around the
corner as soon as it appears that the canon is settled. Just
as it became clear that generative syntax was the key to linguistics,
another revolution hit. Sociolinguists began to chirp about context,
linguistic and social and the fact that language does not exist
apart from it and that‘it, the context, has to be considered
as part of our descriptive and analytical work. At about the same
time, generativists began to experience an internal revolution -

as well. They began to wonder whether syntax could exist apart

from the meaning which it intended to convey.

Parallels in Linguistics and Reading -- Separation of 1feaning from

Forn
This question is particularly important for reading
research for it has a rather clear parallel in that field.
If linguists could ask, '"Can syntax be indepénlent of meaning?"
then reading specialists should ask, "Can decoding exist apart
‘from comprehension?" They are amazingly similar questions.
Linguists oﬁ the seventies began to find it difficult to imagine .
that people could go around uttering syntax without r;;;;a‘to

< o}

meaning and, more importantly, that their analysis of syntax
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could be very meaningful without the meaning which it conveyed.

It is unfortunate that reading became enamored of linguistics
at the ahonology-focussed stage of its existence)rather than at
the meaning-focussed stage. To many people in reading, linguistics
seens to stand for letter-sound relationships rather than the

multi-tiered accesses of phonology, morphology, lexicon, syntax

and discourse. All of these tiers involve meaning excent

phonology. An understan&ing of this siuple observation would

save thousands of hours of futility in reading-testing of the $ort

- which tests cownrehension at the word level while ignoring meaning

at the sentence and inter-sentence levels. The Flesch Readability
formula, like so many others,fails because it assumes the autonomy
of the sentence whereas comprehension breakdown as often occurs

across sentences as with them.

Surface Level Focus

—

411 of this discussion of how r{nguistics has been moving

from smaller units, such as phonology, morpholcgy and lexicon, to

‘larger units such as syntax and discoursc also has a parzllel in

reading. What has been easicst to see hias been letter-sound
cofréspondence.' It happensnfrequently and has a low-inventory.
These characteristics give it the highest ranking in education:
visibility and a potential for quantification. If we can count it,

it-must be scientific. The physical sciences may have led us into
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this but it is likely that we would have created tle concept

ourselves anyway for education appears to follow the iceberg

" metophor: it sees and, therefore, measures that little wnich is

above the water line ané ignores the larger mass which is undernéath
the water. The latter, of course, is the most dangerous for it

has the capability of sinking the ship. Just as linguistics in

past decades dabbled with the lanéuage which was mos% visible

and countable, so reading took as its object decoding, that

siall piece of reading which is above the water line. This is

not to say that either ﬁhonology or decoding are uscless or trivial.
Rather it implies that éﬁ taking them into account we have

analyzed neither language nor reading. Indeed, in dealing wita

these we have scarccly begun our work.

Deep to Surface Learning

Linguists who were concerned with language te=zching pro#ide
a third rather amazing parallel to what has gone on in reading
instruction. iiost language texts, including English as a Second
Language (ESL) materials, have stressed drills to produce native-
like grammar and pronunciatidn. Recently, scholars who have been
studying the ways in which children learn their native language
have bepun to realize that this amazingly efficient process seems

to work in a way which is -aliost diametricaliy omnosite to the

c N k3 3 -
common teaching methods. Using a mctaphor of linguistics,

P R T STt
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cnildren seenm to learn their mother tongue by moving from deep
to surface structure. That is, they have a major concern with
what they want or need, not with the details .or form of how they

say it. liany foreign language classes apnear, quite the contrary,

to stress how to’say.ig ratier than.what is“being said. In other
words, tne form is sfréssed 6vqr the function despite the fact that
the function is the sole rsason for speaking at all. If children
learning their native language were to wait until they were drilled
in the proper pronunciation and grammar, they might never survive

childhood at all.

Function is more Important than form

A second develoﬁment growing out of the understanding that
learning comes from deep to surface rather than vice-versa was
thac ianguage function appears to be more important than language
form. That is, how to get things done with language seems to be

more critical for communicative competence than correctness of

tense or accuracy of pronunciation.

Functional Language Competence

Functional language competence can be described as the under-
lying knowledge that people have which allows them to use their

language to make utterances in order to accomplish goals and to

€0
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_understand the utterances of others in terms of their goals.
It includes a knowledge of what kinds of goals language can
accomplish (tne functions of language) and what are permissible
utterznces to accomplish e;ch function (language strategies).'
Functional language competence also accounts for knoving
what utterances cannot do. In English, siﬁply uttering tae
statement, "You are a worm", does not usually turn the listener
into a worm. In the U.S. at least, the words "I divorce(you"
do not constitute the completion ‘of divorce proceedings Lut
"I christen you John" does work to christen a child. Likewise
if a teacher tells a student, "You nave one minute to get over
here', the utteranée can act as an.order buf if thé student
says the same thing to the teacher, such a-meaning is, at best,

far:fetched.

-~

-This brief discussion of some aspects of functional
language coﬁpetence shows that a speaker's underlying know-
ledge must‘be very complex and extensive. In the literature
of linguistics, sociclinguistics and philosophy, at least
three other termg are also used to refer to functional

language competence: communicative competence, pragmatics of

natural language and speech act competence. All who have

studied this phenomenon agree that language users cannot
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possibly learn and store in menory all cf the conmplexities of

functional strategies and utterances as item lists any more than

they can store phonological or grammatical language as item lists.

This knowledge must be learned and stored according tc organizational

s

principles. These principless may be considered constitutive rules

which account for the successes and failures in the utterances rneant

A

le, but they also separate promises from

orders, requests for information, et-:.

as pronises, for examp

In a similar manner, the

constitutive rules of footbaﬂg not only account for tie successes

or fajlures of particular plays but alsc account for foothkall

being football and not baseball or soccer.

Functional language competence is relevant to reading in

several ways. The rest of this paper will describe some implications

of the knowle@ge of fuficticnal language to the diagnosis of

reading ability, both that which interferes with it and that vhich

develops it. In. addition, we will focus on some of the special

problems of culturally and linguistically different children as

these relate to functional language ability. Altheugh functional

language is somewhat equivalent to "speech act ctheory" and

"communicative competence, we have chosen to use it as a label

simply because it seems to us to carry along with it less of the

bagsage of its spawning disciplin-s.
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Context

In order to study-how. l'anguage functions, it is necessary

" to examine it in large contexts. The sentence is not large enough

2

for this, of course, since meaning has a way of escaping ‘across

syntactic boundaries. The term, discourse,has become a1ccepted to
represent that concept. Discourse analysis means many things to

~ i
many reople but there are a few generally agreed upon characteristics.
One is the concern with the actual situation of natural language
use. Social scientists have nade great advances by simply exanining
tue actual details of the speech production found in conversatioens.
Such text 1is not edited but,.rather, contains hesitations, false
starts, overlap,cougning, laughing and other natural aspects.
These features of speech are not regarlded as abberations but are seen
to work with the conversation to produce the underlying meaning
of tiie utterance. Receiit observation of hundr:ds of hours of video-
taped classroom behavior reveal, for example, clear intonation
differences :in teacher talk during different parts of the lesson.
During the explanatory parts of the lesson, the teacher'swvoicc has
a wider range and a slower pace. Thc rest of the lesson is slightly
narrower in range and faster in pace and duriny the ‘transitions,
introductions and other non-lesson segneits, the rangefand pace are

\

conversational. The point here is that if researchers/were to work

with transcribed text of the classroom talk, they would otserve
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none of these clear markers of lesson significance. A number
of researchable questions derive from such observation,
i including the following: ' ’ *

-- YWhen and how do childrén léarn how to recognize
and use these lesson-significance signals?
. ~

--ihat does lesson-significance intonation signal
in the reading lesson?

—-wﬁy is it that male readers use intonation range
and pacing so differently from females?

--Do male tcachers use intonation significance
warking in the sane way as females?

~-At what age or grade level does this intonation
significance marking diminish or decrease?
Our linited data secer to suggest a break between
third and Ffourth grade teachers in this.

Organization

The study of“”language functions accounts for the organization
of conversational interaction and sequential orderliness. A
’ qumber of issues involves in turn taking, getting a turn, when

to begin or when to end, how tv contribute a relevant conment to

""CuIlum also nad soae lines to illustrate this:
You talk funny when you talk -to the principal

or when the teacher next door borrows one paper.
And when my mother comes -to sce you,

you talk funny.

vy don't you talk to them like you talk to us ?"

T
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the topic, how to change the topic, etc. have been ove’ aoked as

linguistic data until rather recently. Linguists need go no further

-

of such languagemfunctions. The Aspira Consent Decree in liew York
City, for example, specified that the school system develop,
administér and score a test to determine which language, English
or Spanish, the Puerto Rican children ﬁsed '""to most effectively
participate in the classroom’ in reading, writing, listening and
speaking. The schools soon discovered that they did not really
know what it means to effectlvely pd}t1c1nate in the classroor.
Current testing capab111t1es weréifor neasuring vocabulary,
pronunciation and grammar. This is natural since these character-
istics are all above the educational water level. That is; they
are highly recurrent and visible. But just ask, for a minute,
which of the two Puerto Rican children is in the best shape for
education: one sixteen year old can contrast shoes and choose,
presunied difficult contrasts for Spanish spéakers, but cannot
seek clarification when he does not understand what is going ¢n

in the classroom; the other sixteen year old has trouble with

the shoes-chcose contrast, but can seek clarification when he

doesn't understand what is going on. '"hich one will be bvest

able to cffectively participate? ilaturally, the one who knows hov
S

to seek clarification, for he has learned an extremely important

language function.

than current educational legislation in order to see the relevance
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The Relationship of functional Lenaouage to Reading
) From this example it appears 'that language functions,
getting things- done with language, have more ultimate classroon

"value than.language forms. In a way, this principie is supportéd

v
.

)by research. in child language learning as wcll. Now we can ask vhat

L4
.

- such infornation has to say to reading research. Threc aspects

of such application are .apparent: the process of classroom inter- ‘

Y

action, the interaction of child with text,and events during

, which reading takes place. - T -7

The Reading Process

S

A . -

. . A . . .
Linguistic aspects of the reading process and written.-text
material are viewed by linguists as, in effect, one dimension.
In gencral an understanding of the organization of thec langu-ge

data is seen as the way to get'at sfhdying the - nerations of

;ﬁe language user. Thus, studies of the written text are the

. studics of the linguistic processes in reading. .

The reading progess is little understood in terns of .

functions. Some research is being carried out on what children

el

. brihg with them to the veading act which ernables them té be either

- efficitnt or inefficient: For example, we know that the following
. {

paragrph will be understood despite the lack of.surface information

.

it .contains. . . .
. _Last week I travelled in California. I visited
Sacramento, San Diego and Los Angeles.
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There is nothing in the text which indicates that the last three

PN -

pldce afes are cities in California but, whether the exact
geographical facts are known or not, native speakers of English

[

will assume ‘that they are all sub-members of the larger category,

California. Something in the nature of how our language works and

now the world works enables us.to know this. Tae principle is

s
apparently sinilar-to . the anaphora rules which enable us to determine
the antécedents of our pronouns. Richard Anderson has shown a
sinmilar ability of readers to remember lists of food items when
theyTQTe presented in one context rather than another. In a

story invnlving a restaurant these items are better recalled 'than

in the context of a grocery store. Différent principles are at
work in these two'cases but the result is similar. The learner
brings infornation to the reading event. The schools need to
learn hiow to use this information.~ To date we have let it work
against us. One of the gregt principles of the science of physics
is thathits leading researchers have learned to work with the laws
of the universe rather

than against them. They have not tried -

in sliort, to repeal the law of gravity: By analogy, reading

instruction has tried to repeal the laws of context and language.

dc have wrenched learning from its context and, in the nrocess,

we have penalized many learners. For one thing, we have penalized 2

~

smart children who bring ‘to the test question more creative possi-

bilities thar tae test writer imagined.

1

In private research, for

’
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" rup away or climb a trec.

" prograns do.

- the processing of morphemes, syllables and words.

A ‘ . 38,

‘#xample, onc of the chimpanzees that had Leen taught a symbol

syétem was given'pdrts of an intelligence test which was translated
into that system. One question asked the readers what they would
do in case of physical danger: call a policeman, look for mother,
The chimp, obviously, picked the last
(vrong) answer because it brought to the test more and different

information than the tost writex expected. This is why
have such a difficult time with a standardized test written for
childrern.

, Ironically ;ﬁe many languagg aécesses’to reading which
children have available to them are mdre-than an& reader could

< -

possiblf need. Dy accesses, I mean phé languafe units avaiiaple

to the reader in the ﬁrocess.d? readihﬂ."They'include the basic
tools of linguistics: letter-sound correspondence (phonblogy),
morophlogy (affixation), syllables, words, senteﬁces and disc&ur§¢s.
Ta use only one of these accesses (such as phonology) while

ignoring the others is inefficient, yet this is what many reading

' The irony is that the smaller accesses are learned

in order to be overlooked as quickly as possible. Letter-sound
relationships‘ére good only as beginning level strategies or for
tackling 2 new foreign word. It is terribly inefficient to use
only letter-sound correspondence in rcading. It is learncd only
to be shelved and stored for future use. The sarc can be said for

At the sentence

level, language functions begin to be critical. Just as children

o
)

N
s

adults often

:
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_learn to clarify, deny, invite, explain, request, insult, etc.,
in their oral language, so they inust learn to utilize this know-
ledge to process the written text and even to understand the

f teacher. VWhen a teacher says to a class, "I see someone whose

hands aren't folded", the child had better learn that this is not

°
° >

a casual descriptive observation. It is, on the contrary,
a clear comnand. Sémangif analysis at the word level would ‘
‘never reveal this--only the various contextual clues ﬁake it .
'_clcar. o
- What seems to be clearly necessary is research which will
lead to knowledge of the best practice which will help ciildren
) ,

call on context more heavily than they now do to get the deep
strquure,.functional neaning. For example, exercises can be,
develoﬁed\to train readers to see the necessary discourse markers

-~

. / * .
as ‘franing units. The underlined words in the following séntences
! g

make this clear.

’

The first thing he needed to do was to buy a bike. . "
Then e could enter the parade and maybe, just maybe,
he would someday win the prize.
de have known for some time that written text is framed vith
"discourse markers of various sorts, depending on the style.

‘ilarratives contain time markers (first, mnext, secondly, etc.)

Descriptive writing contains units such as "on one side of the roon’
and ''on the other side'" which serve as discourse maTkers which
light the reader's path. Ixpository prose contains many marked

s and predictable introductory phrases, continuation markers and

summary expressions.

o O




s, Discourse processing skills are seldom if ever developed
directly as part of a readiﬁg\g?ogram. flow, then, do children
learn then? .

<« a~
As part of one-of our reserrch nrojects, we have discovered

that inferencing skills are often interfered with rather than

1
7

assisted in many reading programs. Freema. cites an example
from a widely used reading program, as follows:
Lucy was a busy worker. She painted many pretty

pictures. But—Lucyhad one problem. She
didn't listen.

There is no syntactic connection between the last seﬂtence and the
penultimate one. Yet a great deal hinges on the reader's ability
to ‘'understand that the entirc last sentence explains or substitutes
for the word problea.

The same reading series also plays a bit loose with pronoun
reference clarity. The story explains that one day Lucy vas
painting and the teacher told the class to go to the library.

Lucy didn't listen and suddenly found herself in an empty room.

She thought the c¢lass all went to lurch so she went to her locker

" to get her lunch and met her friend, liary. At this voint, the

texts reads: ‘

Mafy saw Lucy with her lunch bag.
A great deal of conteit is left out here. One can only infer
that the lunch, whoever it Belonged’to, is in a bag and that

Lucy had fetched her own and not ifary’s lunch. (Perhaps the story
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would have been more:interesting if the lunch were really liary's

and llary caught Luéy redhanded). ‘e still do-.not know exactly
what goes gp in the reader's mind as he learns to process utter-
ances in writing. Undoubtedly, different readers do different
things with different types of text. The quetion here is ‘simply
that soﬁething‘is goiﬁg o&, that utterance processing is probébly
involved, au. that materials development projects could easily ..

benefit from linguistic research in this area.

he Interaction of Child and Text

A second application of functioral language research to
reading has to do with the intcraction of the text with the child.
Put another way, such comparison‘matches the assumptions and
values of the writer of the text with those of the reader.

{iThe intcraction of the child with the text is a-phenomenon
which lhas becn studied rather blindly, if at all. One of the
characteristics of discourse study is that the analysis is done
6n naturally occurring interactions in a wide variety of situations.
This means that the more commion research rategies, including
most experimental work, elicitétion techniques and rating
procedures (including testing) are not rclevant. There are, at
present, no known totaliy satisfactory ways of eliciting laﬁguaye

functions experimentally. -

S e rien e




Several nisconceptions about what constitutes good wrltlng/?Bn\

=
children have been dlscussed in this recent litesrature. One

common -error is in thinking that children requir@ lirited
vocabulary and high degree of repetition of a limited nunber of
letters, words or syntactic constructions. This approach
is misguided on several counts. For one thing, there have’never
been acceptable studies of exactly winat the given vocabulary or
syntactic constructions should be for the developmental stages
of learning. Reading texts arc frequently devoted to limiting the
nurber of words used to refer to a given concent. One gets the
impression that if the text were to use two or more terms for
the sane concept, the child would be nore lilkely to misunderstand.
This results in bassages like the following:

Jill said, "llelp Ben, Bill.

Stop the ducks.

iielp Ben stop the ducks."
It appears that the effort to control the number of words used
brings a kind of clarity at the word level but confusion and
unnaturalness at the syntax and discourse levels. obody talks
like this. ilobody even writes like this. Decoding may be aided
but compreliension will be iﬁterfered with when the wrinciple of

linited inventory takes precedence over clarity of discoyrse.

“ See Chapter Three.
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The mzjor negative effects of limiting the linguistics

inventory are three:

(1) The resultlng prose is very unnatural. D}ost
speakers -and writers do npt use the same word over

and over. _From their ‘earliest training and observation,
people are taught to vary their use of words, to use
synonyns and to 2void monotony in acneral.

(2) The resulting prose reduces redundancy. Iuch of
comnunication is based om a kind of conceptual
triangulation. Ve write or spea1 an idea one way,
then restate it another way-in order to provide two
views of the topic- td our listener or reader.

This redundancy is conventional in formal writing
(tne introduction tells the reader vhat you are
going to say; the body tells it; the conclusion
tells what you have just sala) Is is common

in most exposition (the point is articulated

and then illustrated--a kind of realistic re-
telling). “Jhen writers use thc sane words or
plirases over and over, they reduce the natural
redundancy expected in communication. Thus,

by limiting the number of words used to refer

to a concept, one reduces the communicative
redundancy Wthh the usc of different words =

for that conccpt can prov1de.

(3) The decision to repcat’a single term rather than
a variety of terms may mea.~ that the term will be
used in .2 wider variety of contexts than would
normally be the case.” In children's texts, for
cxample, a décision is._often-made to use only a

word such as know and to fc rero realize or understand.
The motivation to do so is honest and enlightened.
The problem' is that our language is not always
subJect to such logic. Know 51mp1y cannot casily
substitute for every instance ‘where rcalize or
understand can be used. Likewise peace and
tranquility are thought to be syronymous until we
try to substitute tranquility for peace in ex-
pressions like peace confercnce.

® -

1

Tae wotivation for limitimg tue linzuistics inventory in beginnineg
reading materials wmay be perfectly reasonable. ©Dut such cfforts
can. and apparently do, run afoul of other language furces at work

‘ !
-on tie, same passage. . " v
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Another conmmon misconception is that short items are

vetter than long ones. This princinle is often accurate but

by no means is it universal. The word sphinx, for example, is

shorter than merry-go-round but by no means is it easier. A

complex sentence, if well constructed, can be as clear or

clearer than a short one. This principle cf brevity-preference

‘vas ncpularized by Rudolph Flesch in*his various books on

composition and reading. Out cf it has grcwndthe idea of :

readability formulae, most of which are based én the fauity

assumption that short is clearer than loang. ° :
One way to' convert iong sentences into short ones is to

reduce clauses into par?ses. This sometimes ;eads to an increase

"in prepositional phrases and a decrease in verbs. The net re-

sult is a piling-up effect. For tue reader, this neans

clarity at the phr;se level But potential difficulty at tihe

sentence and discourse levels. Once again, larger conteXts

tend to be overlooked in the effort to provide clear Writing

The wiew is siort sighted and ratiier myopic.

A' tHITd wEdely held miscoficention about appronriate texts

for children is that repetition contributes to clarity. Az ain,
the language of the classroom provides an interesting example.
zarly reading materials for children are filled with pedagogically

motivated repetiticn such as, "fun, run, run! . Run, Spot, run!' . "




45.

In theory, the chilcd learns from repeated reinforcement.
Such repetition, however, is potentially dangerous to clarity
of comprehension. It runs counter to another discourse.
principle,ﬁqamely, that readers_move from what they know to
what they do not know, predicting the unknown from the known.
Any renmetition which yields unpredictable texts blocks the
reader's calling on what he knows’ about how language works or
how the' real world works, his two most important tools for
understanding.

Consider this typical example of basal reader prose where

the word turtle is repeated in every sentence.

.Jill said, '"Turtles like to hide.
Hen said, "Turtles like to hide.
Turtles iike to eat. =
But what will this turtle eat?"”
Bill said, "Turtles like to swim.

But th;s turtle can't swim here."

One notices immediately the inordinate rcpetition of the word

turtle in this passage. This repetition runs counter to natural

principles of discourse organization. ‘'henever serial repetition

takes place in written prose it is done either for artistic
effcct (as in ilark Antony's ''for Caesar vas an honorable man"

in (is famous funeral oration) or it is in violation of tie
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of the natural discourse rules of English.. Pronominal. forms -
enable us to avoid repeating the subject over and over. Rather
than becoming clear, the repeated ﬁords provide interference
- to the readability. Something from tlhe art of writing tells
thie writer to avoid using the same word at frequent. intervals.
It would appear in this instance that by limiting the inventory
of terms, one also increases the frequency of occurrence
of thesc terms. Inventory reduction and frequency of occurrence. e

f,
can be (and often are) opposing forces in the search for clarity.

These miscenceptions about simplicity and clarity in;‘ . o
readigg materials must be addressed if one is to evaluate
texts in any meaningful way. iiost readability formulae are "
.guilty of séme or all of these misconceptions. Current measures
of clarity and simplicity are inadecquate along the lines noted

above.

B The Events During Vhich Reading Takes Place

, The investigations of events during which reading,
reading learning, ‘and readlng teaching take place have been~
very recent. This has been the least studied aspect of neaa;ng
" by linguists and by others. Ray licDermott has done detailed <
micro-ethnographic work on one such event, the oral reading
grouﬁ “in elemenfary school. Robert Calfée has done a iess

K]

fine-grained analysis cf reading lessons in elementary scho

-~
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Jane Torry has studied an untaught reader. Peg Griffin pcints
out fhat that investiéations of reading times as defined by a
curriculum are insufficient for observing the learning and
teaching of reading in classroomg and that unofficial reading
events focus on aspects of reading gene -1ly -considered aprrop-
riate only for more advanced readers. It is -clear that
detailed observational work in a variety of settings with a
. variety of age groums Qeedﬁgxb ve enéod}aged if we are to
nave a descriptive base~forwunder§fanding both universal’
aspects of reading and reading learning, and those aspects
subject toiculfural cor individual variation. -The language,
: . N
kinesic ard other social systems involvcd in learnring to read
and in reading are available for us to observe and. the analytical
tools necessary to use cvidence from such observations in theory
building are bgcoming quite sophisticated. Yet, we have failed
to develop this imporizn“ body of information.
:It is quite clear, however,that :reading takes place on
many occasions that are not labelled reading class and that much
of what is' taught in the area of comprehension is not taugh%
in the recading lessons. Our Washinsoton, 5.C. research has shown
us, for examnle, that inferencing is nore likely to be taught.
~in stery time, when'.cie tcacher reads toc the class, than it is
during dcs{gnated rea&ing. It also occﬁrs when the lunch ﬁenu

is rcad and during various hands-on exneriences such as cooking

and science experiments. ,

b
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This important aspect of reading, the events during which
it takes placé, needs to be considered sericusly as we move

!
more and more toward studying language and reading in its

functional contexts.

o

@

?«
Conclusion

e are currently entering into a new period of research
interest in linguistics. We have moved from small to large
units of measureméﬁt and, in doing sc, we have become more
relevant to our neighboring Jdiscinlines. 1i#ith a focus on
discourse, and on functional language in particular, we are
getting to the heart of something vhich all small babies have '
been doing naturall;.for.centuries. Perhaps tiiis is a criticism
of our own field--perhaps it is a ccmpliment. For the field of
reading, however, it is a glorious new tool--one which offers
lreading far more from linguistics than ever was thought possible
in the past. Functional language poses many research problems
to be sure, couched as it is in naturalistic context ard hidden,
as if often is, in intentionality and nresupposition rather
than in the above-the-water-line clarity. One the other hand it
appears to be the clcarest beacon to understanding reading that

linguistics can offer. The future will be only as good as the

N
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cooperation across disciplines, however, for it will take all
the insights of all the fields if we are ever to actually

teach comprehension rather than to pretend we are measuring

ocn standardized tests.
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CHAPTER THREE

Five Misconceptions about Clarity and Simplicity v

. in Beginning feading Materials

[}
.

. Ome "0ften overlooked glemént which contributes to ‘a suc-

+

-~

ce:afaf Toading program is the appropriate writing and selec-

tion of'reaQing texts. Good reading material for children is

".

said to be simple and clear. ilany people go through 1life never

being able to be siﬁple and clear in their writing ability and,

e
3

L 7 ) .
worse, never athieving the ability either to define or recognize

{ .
‘simﬁlq and clear language when they see it. There are many

\
reasons why this happens.

The concept of language simplicity is, in itself, quite com-

plex. Some astonishing and unfounded assumptions are frequent-

ly made about how people talk and write clearly. Adults trying

to talk to babies or small children often feel that they are

using simple, efen child-like language in their efforts to

communicate. Linguists who have studied such efforts have

found that the baby-talk of adults is not at all simple and that’

often it is not even very similar to the way’ children speak.

-

Writing for caildren has proven to be more difficult than any-

onc would have guessed and even many middle level teathing

&
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materials suffer from an inability to distinguish between an

adult concept of simplicity and a child's concept of clarity.
In the current concern with ""gobbledygook", it is:sometimes

assumed:fhat authors could write clearly'and simply if only

they wanted to. In general, however, this assumption is un- '
warranted. On the contrary, it appears that much of .the obtuse,
coni'ising prose with which we are confronted is the direct re- -
c sult of misguided attempts to be precise, clear, and straight-
forward. In fact, some of the samc concepts about language sim-
plicity and clarity which charactqrize nuch of educational
practicé -- and -which cause it so nuch difficulty -- apﬁear to
be equally present in beginning reading texts. This paper prc-
sents and explains five nlsconcept--z about clarit& in begin-
ning reading materials.
host of these misconceptions result from a failurc tc under-
stand the organizational principles on which well-formed sen-
tences and well-formed discourses are based. A language is
Highly structured at all levels. But most pcople, including
reading specialists, when they think.of language, think primarily
of words. For varioﬁs reasons related to how we are taught lan-
guage, we consider someone who has a good command of the lan-
‘guagé to be one’who has accumulated a large lexicon. It is not '

accidental that vocabﬁlary is the most commonly used indicator

of what is generally considered to be intelligerce.
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As a result of this focus on vobabulary, the common per- -

ception ¢f lang: age, including written language, can be viewed

¢

as somewhat like an iceberg:

o
; %-s Vocabulary \

=N -
, . \\\\3‘/}$§\

Syntax

Discourse

Figurc 1 -

Languafe-Structures Rélevant to a Discussion of Clarity

-
- - « - - PR A - [

In this figure, the lang;agé structure most easily obscrved
is that of vocabulary. It is highly visible and easy to concep-
tualize. One might add that this very same figure could be used
to picture the publié perception of languag: learning. That which
is easiest to teach is vocabulary. That which is easiest to mea-
sure is vocabulary. The unfortunate qunclusién, thercfore, 1is
that if you teach vocabuiary, you will teach t..e language. This

* 1is, of course, dangerously wrong.
For the purposes of analyzing the simplicity of reading materi-

13

als, it is nccessary to sce beneath the water line. A grcat deal
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of the iceverg of writing rests beneath tnat level of visi-
bility. It will not be possible to deal with either the con-
cepts of simplicity of clarity without the perspectives of
vocabulary, syntax and discourse, all working together..

With this in mind, then, let us note some of the common mis-

understandings concerning clarity in writing.

1. That a limited inventory of words or sentence patterns

will yield-clarity. The misconception of clarity is widely held

in the field of education, where considerable attention is
éiven to "linited vocabulary'", "controlled" spelling patterns
and the repetition of a linited number of syntaciic construc-
tions. This approach is.misguided on several counts. For dne
thing, there have never been acceptable studies of exac;ly what
the given vocabulary or syntactic constructions should be for
the dévelopmental staées of learning. Reading texts are fre-
quently devoted to limiting thc number of words used to rcfer
to a given concept. One gets the impression that if the text
were to use two or more terms for the same concept, the child

vould be more likely to misunderstand. This results in passages

like the following:
Jill said, "llelp Ben, Bill."

"Stop the ducks.

llelp Ben stop the ducks."

It appears that the ~ffort to control the number of words

At
ce
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used brings a kind of clarity at the word level but confusion
and unnaturalaness at the‘syntax and discourse levels. Nobody
talks like this. Nobody even writes lgﬁe this. Decoding may
be aided but comprehension'will be interfered with when the
principle o% limited inventory talkes precedence over clarity -f
discoursc.. |

| The major negative effects of limiting the linguistic in-
ventory are ‘three:

(1) The rgsulting prose is very unnatural. llost speakers
and writers do not use the same word over and over.
From their earliest t;aining and observation, people

5 are taught to vary their use € words, to use synonyms
and to avoid monotony in-general.

(2) The resulting prose reduces rcdundancy. iluch of com-
munication is based en a kind of conceptual triangu-
lationl /e write or speak an idea one way, tﬁgn restate
it another way in order to ﬁrovide two views of the
topic to our listener or reader. This redundancf is
conventicnal in formal writing (the introduction tells
the reader what you are goiﬂg to say; the Lody tells
it; the conclusion tells what you have just said). It
is common in most eiposition (the point is articulated
and then illustrated -- a kind of realistic retelling).

When writers use the same words or phrases over and over,




they reduce the natural redundancy expected in com-
muﬂication. Thus, by 1limiting the number of words used
to refer to a concept, one reduces the communicative
redundancy which the.uée of differént words for that
concept can provide.

\(3) The decision to repeat a single term rather than a
variety of terms may mean that the term will be used
in a wider variety of contexts than would normaily be
the case. In children's text$, for example, a decision
is often made to use only a word such as know and to
foréo rcalize or understand. The motivation totﬁo so is
honest and enlightened. The problem is that our lan-
guage is not always subject to such logic. Know siuply
cannot easily substitute for every instance wl.ere
realize or understand 1n be. used. Likewise peace and

tranquility are thought to be synonymous until we

try to substitute tranquility for peace in expressions

like peace conference-

:The motivation for limiting the linguistic inventory in be-
ginning reading materials nay be perfectly reasonable. But such
effortg can, and apparently do, run afoul of other language
forces at work on the same passage.

2. That short items are better than long ones. This principle

is often accurate but by no means is it universal. The word

sphynx, for examplec, is shorter than merry-go-round but by no
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means is it easier. A complex sentehce, if well constructed, can
be as clear or clearer than a short one. This principle of
brevity preference was popularized bf Rudolph Flesch in his
various books on composition and reading. Out of it has grown
the idea of recadability formulae, most of which are based on
the faulty assumption that short is ¢learer than long.

One way to convert long sentences into short oncs is to
reduce clauses into phrases. This sometimes leads to an increase
in prépositioﬁa; phrascskand a decrease in verbs. The net re-
sult is a piling-up cffect. For the reade?), thsi means clarity
at the phrase level but potential difficulty at the sentence
and discéurse levels. Once again, larger contcxts\tend to be
overlooked in the effort to provide clear writing. The view

is short sighted and rather myopic.

3. That repetition contributes to clarity. Again, the lan-

guage of the classroom provides an intcresting example. Larly

reading materials for children are filled with pedagogically

motivated repetition such as, '""Run, run, run! Run, Snot, runt"
In theory, the child learns from repeated reinforcement.

Such repctitica, however, is pctentially dangerous to clarity of

couprehension. It runs counter to another discourse principle,

namely, that rcaders move from what they know to what they do

not know, predicting the unknown from the known. Any repeti-

tion which yiclds unpredictable text blocks the reader's calling
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on what he knows about how ;anguage works or how the real
world ﬁorks,'his two mos£ important tools for understanding.

Consider this typical ekample of basal reader prose where
the word turtle is repeated in every sentence.

Jill said, "...what do turtles like to do?"

Nan said, "Turtles like to hide.

Turtles 1ike to-eat.-

But what will this turtle. cat?"

Bill said, "Turtles like to swim.

But this turtle can't swim here."
'One noticeé immediateiy the inordinate repctition of the word
turtle in this passage..Tﬁis repetition runs counter to natural
princigles of discourse organization. Whenever serial. repeti-
tion takes place in written prosc it is done either for artis-
tic effect (as in Mark Antony's ''for Caesar was an honorable
nan' line in his famous fuhé}al oration) or it is in violation
of the natural discburée rules of Englisih. Pronominal forms
enable us to avoid ;epeatipg the subject over and over. Rather
than becoming clear, the repeated words provide interference to
the recadability. Something from the art of writing tells the

writer to avoid using the same word at frequent intervals. It

would appear in this_instance that by limiting the inventory — -——0—

of terms, onec also increases the frequency of occurrence of

these terms. Inventory reduction and frequency of occurrence can

Q. 60 o
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be (and often are) opposing forces in the search for clarity.

4. That simplicity is equivalent to clarity. It is some-.

times'assumed that simplicity and clarity are the same thing.
In‘other words, in order to be clear, language musc be simple.
A more sophist;cateh view asserts the very opposite: simple
language is ngcessarily unclear and ambiguous. irn this view,
precision demands complex linguistic structure. Both views
are false. To understand tie relationship bétween simplicity-
and clarity, we need to talk about the various aspects of how
a language is put together, 1i.e., thé various aspects of lin-
guistic.structure, and we need to éxamine the various pro-
cesses that are involved in a reader's making sense out of
vritten text.

. Consider, for a moment, just what it might mean for a stretch
of writing or speaking to be "simple". Simplicity in syntax
nay be accémpanied by complex vocabulary. Simple Vocabuiary may
be presented in complex syntax. Simple syntax and vocabulary
may'be couched in very complex discourse structure. Simplicity,
therefore, cannot be defined or nmeasured in isolation from its
various types of linguistic structures. As noted earlier, these

linguistic structures include vocabulary, syntax and discoursec.

— - —— 5+ -That Latinate vocabulary is more complex than Anglo- Saxon

words. Tmé-sinplicity issdein?%otabilaty "§s-8¥%en adsociated '
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Wi;h.g~@hp&ce‘bgtwgennAnélo~Saxon_and Latinate_words._Since the
English languége is hiétorically Germanic, it contains a number —
of basic forms which are monosyllabic and unaffixed. Likewise,
Lecause of historical events such as the Norman Conquest, Eng-
lish ccntains a large overlay of Latinate vocabulary as well.
At one time, the language of the common man, of basic living,
of the fiecld was Anglo-Saxon in nature and the language of the
" wealthy, the courts and professions was Latinate. Today the
Germanic and Latinatc asnects of Eaglisi’ vocabulary are richly
intertwined. Neverihgless, the idea has, developed that Latinate
words are more sophisticated and complex than Anglo-Saxon ones.
If that were the case, it would then follow that for the sake
of simplicity, Anglo-Saxon words should replace Latinate vocab-
ulary. Such a principle is'short-sighted and dangerous sinply
because there are factors at work in the perception of clarity
other than lexicon.
These five misconceptions about simplicity and clarity in
reading materials nust be addressed if one is to evaluate
texts in any’mcaningful way. ilost readability formulac are
guilty of some or all of these misconceptions. Current measures

of clarity and simplicity are inadequate along the lincs noted—— -

above.
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