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Abstract
This study focused upon the instructional approaches to decoding
and comprehension in the first.grade basal reading programs
published by Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich (1983); Houghton Mifflin
(1579); Ginn (1976) (analytical phornics, meaning-ewmphasis
programs), and S.R.A. Reading Mastery (1983) (a synthetic
pbonics, code-emphasis program). In addition, analyses were
completed on the comprehensibility of matched and selected
stories frou e_ch of the four programs were analyzed. Results
reveal that with the exception of consonant sound instruction and
text-tied comprehension interactions, the programs vary
considerably. Results of the analysis of comprehensibility show

similar differences between programs.
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Are First Grade Basal Reading Programs Really All That Much Alike?
An Analysis of the Labyrinth of Instructional Approaches to
Decoding, Comprehension, and Story Text Comprehensibility

in Four Programs

Chall, in her benchmark publication, Learning to read: The

great debate (1967), spent 20%Z of her report describing the

differences between the Scott Foresman (1956) and Ginn (1961)
basal reading programs, pre-primer through 3-2 levels. This was
the first systematic review of beginning basal reader programs
that appears in the literature. Chall focused on story content;
instruction, and practice on new words; background preparation
for story reading; teacher guidance; teacher questions on
pictures, print, previous storles, or background knowledge;
literal and interpretive issues; and processes ranging from
structural analysis to picture clues for figuring out words in
connected text,

At the conclusion of her careful work, Chall (1967) was
quick to point out that, "these programs have become too easy a
target for fault finding" (p. 258). She defends the important
place that basal rcaders hold for administrators, teachers, and
children who are beginning to read, but goes on to ask a range of
questions about basals. Some of Chall's questions were: why are

so few words taught, and why is there so much teacher talk and so
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little student reading? We b that these are important
inter-related questions to i sw... ‘\most two decades have
passed since 1967 and while there ncreasing consensus that

basal reading programs determine cla. . .;oom instruction, there has
been little systematic research on the contents of these books.

Beck and McCaslin (1978) publirhed a monograph, "An Anclysis
of Dimensions that Affect the Pevelupment of Code—Breaking
Ability in Eight Beginning Reading Programs."” The purpose of
their study was to examine eight lower elementary grade reading
programs to determine: (a) general program characteristics such
as how reading was defined and the flow of iastruction in the
lessons; (b) letter/sound correspondences, such as how many
letters and sounds are taught; and (c) how the teacher is to
teach the program.

Beck and McCaslin performed this analysis in part because of
the unresolved debate between code—emphasis and meaning-emphasis
reading programs and to answer their questions about how
beginning reading skills are presented in published programs.
They were particularly concerned about reading programs used with
compensatory education students, those students who frequently
have trouble learning to read.

The programs ‘included in the study were published by Ginn,
Reading 720; Houghton Mifflin; Scott, Foresman, and Company's
Open Highways; Macmillan's Bank Street Readers; Merrill's

Linguistic Reéding Program; Harcourt Brace Jovanovich's Palo Alto
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Reading Program; McGraw Hill's Sullivan Readers; and Science
Research Associate's Distar Reading I and II. These eight
programs include four meaning emphasis programs with phonics
components (Ginn, Houghton Mifflin, Bank Street, and Open
Highways), and four code—emphasis programs (Distar, Sullivan,
Palo Alto, and Merrill).

The meaning-emphasis programs have phonics components; they
present phonics exercises in which students identify consonants
or vowels and then read the whole word. Beck and McCaslin
contend that, in these programs, students are not taught to apply
phonics skills in identifying new words. These programs appear
to include phonics practice while maintaining their primary focus
‘on the compound process of word recognition and comprehension.

The code~emphasis programs, on the other hand, present reading as

a more linear process, a process that begins by teaching sounds
in isolation, progresses to word identification, and then to an
equal emphasis on word recognition and meaning by the end of
first grade. All eight of these programs state that their goals
are to teach decoding and comprehension, though they go about
achieving these goals in very different ways.

A year later, Beck, McKeown, McCaslin, and Burkes (1979)
analyzed several aspects of reading comprehension instruction in
two commercial reading programs to apply theory, research,
logical argument, and their own teaching experiences and

intuitions to examine instructional materials. Their analyses of
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basals designed for the early primary grades focused upon what
they defined as (a) textual problems, (b) picture
characteristics, (c¢) previous knowledge assumed by the text, (d)
vocabulary knowledge and application, (e) directions for setting
the purpose Tor reading, (f) how the read...g lessons were
divided, and (g) questions that followed story-reading. Their
conclusions, after aualyzing the Houghton Mifflin Reading Series
(Durr, LePere, & Alsin, 1979) and the Ginn Reading 720 Program
(Clymer, Wong, & Benedict, 1976) were: (a) basal reader
vocabularies will be difficult for compensatory education
students, (b} pictures used to illustrate the texts should ke
more carefully designed to depict meaningful events, (c) too much
background kncwledge was assumed in the stories, and (d) the
programs depended too much on context as the primary means to
develop vocabulary. Beck and her colleagues also raised concerns
about the way basal stories are divided into parts, the
questioning techniques presented in the teachers' guides, and the
need for students to develop an overall sense of the story's
theme befora focusing on direct questions

A later study presented similar conclusions about basal
reader comprehension. Durkin (1981) studied teachers' manuals
for five basal reading programs, kindergarten through sixth
grade. She found that the number of instructional, review,
application, practice, pravaration, and assessment pProcedures

differad greatly from one series to another. Durkin
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characterized basals as providing scanty direct, explicit
cimprehension instruction with a tendency to offer numerous
application and practice exercises. Durkin's data are coded so
that one cannot compare her findings for Ginn (1979) and Houghton
Mifflin (1979) with the earlier editions (Ginn, 1976, and
Houghton Mifflin, 1976) analyzed by Beck, et al. The other
programs that Durkin studied (Allyn & Bacon, 1978; Harcourt,
Brace, JovanoVich, 1979; and Scott Foresman, 1978) either had not
been analyzed previously (Allyn & Bacon, 1978), or had been
reviewed in earlier copyright editions (Harcourt, Biace,
Jovanovich, 1979; Scott Foresman, 1978).

Recent basal reader analyses have focused on even more fine
grained characteristics of programs such as the frequency of
letter—sound practice, and the directness of the teacher
instructions (Meyer, 1982, for example) or on just one aspect of
comprehension. Winograd and Brennan (1983) explored materials
for grades 1, 3, 5, and 8 from Houghton Mifflin (1981) and
Economy (1980) to find out how "main idea"” and "topic” were
defined. They also searched for differences in instructional
procedures and found that Economy distinguished between topic and
main idea and began teaching topic in first grade. Houghton
Mifflin, on the other hand, did not differentiate between main
idea and topic until third grade and then taught main idea first.
Winograd and Brennan also report that both programs used reading

and listening exercises to teach main idea through grade eight.
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They also found differences in the way the response mode was
presented to students in main idea exercises, and irn .he type of
text used in eighth grade, as well as whether or not a main idea
was explicitly stated in the passage.

Hare and Milligan (1984) analyzed four basal reading
programs (Allyn & Bacon, 1978; Scott, Foresman, 1978; Holt,
Rinehart, & Winston, 1977; and Scott, Foresman, 1983) for grades
1-6. They differentiated between explanations and directives and
then counted seven types of explanations and four kinds of
directives in the two programs. Like Durkin, Hare and Milligan
reported their results in such a way that a reader cannot
identify any series or compare these findings to previous
research. Their primary findings were that explanations evaded
difficult issues, and the result was tpat the similaritv was
greater than dissimilarity in the four programs.

Why Analyze Beginning Reading Programs?

Regardless of researchk support for phonics instruction and
Pleas for integrating phonics instruction with word reading
(Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985), controversy
continues in the field of reading over whether code—emphasis is
better than meaning approaches for teaching beginning reading;
these comparisons "typically label a program as either code or
meaning emphasis wi.nout careful attention to a variety of
characteristics of the materials or context in which they are

used. Only two studies to date have attempted to predizt student
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reading performance while carefully taking some properties of
basal reading programs into account (Barr, Dreeben, & Wiratchai,
1983; Lesgold & Resnick, 1982). It is our contention that a
careful examination o. basal readers is only one piece of the
complicated puzzle that will determine the long-term differences
in developing reading comprehension ability for large numbers of
students.
Numerous research reports have focused on the differences

between meaning—emphasis aud code—emphasis approaches to

beginning reading. 1In the Handbook of Reading Research (P. D.

Pearson, R. Barr, M. Kamil, & P. Mosenthal, Eds., 1984), Barr
summarized what we have learned from two decades of research on
beginning reading. First, the instructional method is apparent
in learrers' performance. This is particularly true when
children are first being taught to read. Second, one approach
has not been shown to consistently produce superior student
performance. Third, differences in student performance within
classes taught with common materials suggests that variables in
addition to instructional method contribute to producing
variations in student achievement.

Barr further suggests that global comparisons of meaning—
emphasis versus code—emphasis programs are "unproductive" because
of those researchers' failure to examine other aspects of
instruction. In addition, we have, at best, cloudy knowledge of

how basal programs differ because research articles often report

10



First Grade Reading Programs

9

categories without clear definitions and also because
investigators have developed somewhat arbitrary definitions that
vary from one study to the next.

This analysis yields findings from a Systematic examination
of four first grade basal reading programs selected because they
represent a range of instructional approaches along the continuum
of meaning-emphasis (Houghton-Mifflin, 1979) to code—emphkasis
(S.R.A., 1983) programs. All the categories compared bear
generic labels because careful examination of these materials
reveals they don't match commonly accepted definitions in the
field of reading, nor do they actually do instructionally with
various word—types what they say. The inconsistent word group
treatment both within and between first grade basal programs
encouraged us to develop simple categories with clear
definitions. Half a dozen persons used these definitions with
interrater reliability above .85 to compare thase four programs.

Research Definitions

For example, Durkin (1983) defined the goal of sight word
methodology as, "“children will be able to identify words on sight
without first having to go through conscious, letter—by-letter
analysis” (p. 100). She went on to say that, "Whoever responds
to the query, 'What does that word say?' is employing whole word
methodology"” (p. 100). Durkin emphasized that single exposures
to words seldom result in permanent retention. Therefore, she

carefully delineated when to use whole word methodology, words

11
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that are appropriate for whole word instruction, and the
important role that practice plays in promoting automaticity in
children's abilities to identify words accurately.

To summarize, wusing Durkin's widely accepted definitions and
procedures, one would expect to be able to examine beginning
basal reading programs, either meaning—emphasis or code~emphasis,
and readily identify sight words because of their rare qualities,
and the type of instructional *reatment they received. Such is
simply not the case in the four programs we examined. Here, in
fact, is what we found.

Basal Definitions

The feollowing porticn of this analysis was conducted to
answer two questions. First, how do the three analytic phonics
programs classify their reading vocabularies? Second, how is
instruction tailored to different word—types? Prior to this
analysis, our expectation was that words would be classified as
either 'rule-based to conform to regular letter sound
relationships' (decodable) or as sight words. In the case of the
former, we expected instruction to develop a bank of decoding
skills that studeats could later use independently to decode new
words. Alternatively, we expected to find sight words presented
in rich contexts. ‘We also expected instructions for teachers to
identify words for students and then Provide substantial

practice,
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Below are excerpts from each series which exemplify the
series' method of word classifications. Examples of introduction
ard instruction for words follow. These excerpts are typical of
instruction on whole words in each program.

Houghton—-Mifflin. Hougbton-Mifflin, 1979, defines new

vocabulary words as follows: "Basal words are words that appear
often in many kinds of printed matter and they are reinforced in
this series through frequent repetition so students will learn to
recognize them instantly. Non-—basal words are important to
certain reading selections in this series, but they do not occur
frequently enough in other printed matter to warrant extensive

repetition™ (Houghton-Mifflin, 1979, Footprints, Level D, page

125).
In this example from Teaching Unit 7 of Houghton—-Mifflin's

Footprints, six new words appear. 'Wait,' 'after' and 'animals'

are basal words, and 'tickets,' 'Dad,' and 'stopping' are non-—
basal words. 1In Figures 1 and 2, excerpts from the decoding
skills portions of the lesson pertaining to vocabulary words
appear. The phonograms /ell/ and /sc/ and the two sounds of 'c!
are presented, though none of them is represented in the
vocabulary list. In another activity related to decoding skills,
the 'ing' ending is presented in conjunction with the unit
vocabulary word 'stopping.' Recognition of four of the six words

is practiced ia the section entitled 'Discriminating Among

Words.'

~
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Insert Figures 1 and 2 about here.

In Figures 3 and 4 are comprehension—related exercises for

Teaching Unit 7 of Houghton Mifflin, Footprints. All vocabulary

words appear in a sentence construction exercise, but none of the
words is used in the 'Using letter/sound association and context'
activity. An examination of the frequency with which the three
basal and three non—basal words are practiced in this lesson
reveals substantial contradiction between the actual lesson
Presentation and Houghton—-Mifflin's stated goals for instruction

of basal and non—basal words.

Insert Figures 3 and 4 about here.

Ginn. Vocabulary words in Ginn 720 (1976) are classified as
follows: "Basic Words contain phonemic and/or structural
elements not previously taught in the program, are new to the
program and appear at least three times within the selection or
level . . . . Decodable Words are new to the program and contain
all previously taught phonemic and/or structural elements."

(Ginn 720, 1976, Helicopters and Gingerbread, Level 4, p Tl4)

In the example from Ginn 720, Level 4, Helicopters and

Gingerbread, the words 'animals,' 'needs,' 'she,' 'helicopters'

and 'airport' appear with instruction as basic words. The



First Grade Reading Programs

13

decodable words, 'big,' 'men' and 'in' all contain sound/sylhhnl
relationships which the students have encountered in previous
lessons. 1Instruction/practice of these words does not occur
anywhere in the lesson.

Basic words appear first for the students in context (see
Figure 5). This presentation is followed by practice of word
recognition and identification in isolation. Words are then

reviewed in context.

Insert Figure 5 about here.

The phonics instruction provided in this lesson is presented
in Figure 6. The lesson presents the ;ly/ and /ee/ sounds.
Although the long 'e' sound is present in two of the vocabulary
words (needs and she), these words ar: referred to neither in the

lesson nor in the practice exercises that follow.

Insert Figure 6 about here.

Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich. Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich,

Level 3, Magic Afternoon, 1983, classifiées vocabulary words with

reference to skills taught previously in the program. "A word
printed in color (in the vocabulary list at end of book) contains
a sound/symbol relationship previously pPresented in a Word

Service/Decoding lesson. All other words are printed in black
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type” (Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1983, Magic Afternoon, Level

3, p T306).

In this lesson, the vocabulary words 'she,' 'with' and
'then' are words which contain previously taught sound/symbol
relationships. The cther new words, 'splash,' 'swam' and 'from'
do not. There is a discrepancy between the end of book
classification and the lesson classification of these words. In
the lesson, only 'she' is identified in bold print as being
skills related.

Figure 7 presents the comprehension/context skills related
segments of instruction. All six of the new words are presented
in context in workbook exercises, but there is no recognition or

identification of the words in isolation.

Insert Figure 7 about here.

The phonics/decoding example in Figure 8 presents the
introduction of the /sh/ sound. No reference is made in this
lesson to the vocabulary words 'she' or 'splash! though both

contain the target sound.

‘Insert Figure 8 about here.
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How This Research Differs from Previous Work

Instructional Flow

This research differs from that reported previously because
we present our findings in book or lesson increments instead of
simply summarizing categorical data to illustrate differences
between programs. By presenting the data this way we can compare
the differences in the instructional flow for a school year in
all categories and series. We believe that the introduction and
flow of beginning reading instruction may be as important to
examine as the actual "end of year" total differences between
programs. Common sense and informed opinion suggest that if
students are going to apply analytic phonics methods, for
example, they may need to know more than beginning consonants.
Or, that one would expect a logical progression for comprehension
interactions from single words to sentences and then to
paragraphs.

Within and Between Program Comparisons of Decoding and

Comprehension

This study differs from the work previously reported in a
second way. It examines decoding and comprehension activities in
the same four basal reading programs.

Comprehensibility

Third, we have gone beyond previous research to match and
analyze stories from each series with respect to their

"comprehensibility.” This part of the study was guided by work
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by Beck, McKeown, Omanson, and Pople (1984). Researchers who
demonstrated that students' comprehension increased after the
basal text was made more comprehensible.

The remainder of this paper is divided into three sections
reporting the method and results for sach of the three categories
analyzed: decoding, comprehension, and comprehensibility in the
four first grade basal programs. & discussion follows each part.
Then, the final section integrates findings from the analyses and
discussions in concluding remarks.

Decoding Instruction and Practice

Meaning~-Emphasis Programs

The meaning—emphasis programs clearly depend upon analytic
phonics to teach decoding. These programs are Houghton Miffling
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich; and Ginn. Eight variables were
counted in every page of the teachers' editions of these three
programs. Guides for all books covered in first grade were
included. These results appear in Table 1. Definitions for each
category for the meaning-emphasis programs are as follows:

Consonant Sounds — Any single consonant sound students

identified in whole words.

Vowel Sounds — Any single vowel sound identified in whole
words.
Sound Blends - Combined consonant sounds such as "tr," or

“bl” identified in whole words.
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Letter Naming — Activities in which students identified

individual letters by name.

Rules — Phrases or routines such as, “"When two vowels go
walking, the first one does the talking,"” intended to teach
information for students to use to decode words.

Rhyming - Oral or written activities in which the teaciher

identifies an ending or series of rhyming words and calls

students' attention to the pattern.

Vocabulary Words — The number of words presented in

isolation in each program. This is a measure of practice on
individual words, not a count of the number of unique words

introduced in each program, typically tied to story reading.

Words in Text — The total number of words appearing in the

students' texts, including stories, poems, and plays.

Insert Table 1 about here.

The analytic phonics programs have almost exactly the same
number of consonant sounds, but there is much less consistency
between programs for vowel sounds, blends, letter nawirg, rules,
and rhyming. There is a particularly great difference in when
the programs introduce vowels. Similar inconsistencies are
readily apparent for the number and progression of vocabulary

words and the number of words in the text.

198
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Insert Table 2 about here.

The Code—Emphasis Program

Distar Reading Mastery, a synthetic phonics, code—emphasis
program, is clearly different (see Table 2). Of particular
interest with this program in comparison to the analytic phonics
programs is the high number of vowel sounds and the flow of vowel
sounds presented in isolation. Thers is also a large amount of
blending that results in a reading vocabulary which averages from
one and a half to three times the number of words read in
isolation in the analytic programs. But, Distar's number of
words in text (stories) is only about half to a .third of those in

the other three programs; this means that students receive much.

more practice on isolated words then on connected text.

The Flow of Instruction

Consonant sound practice. Of interest also is the way each

program covers similar content. For example, Houghton Mifflin,
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, and Ginn all have consonant sound
practice irregularly spaced in their first grade books. Houghton
Mifflin concentrates consonant sound practice in its first and
fourth books while Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich and Ginn have
about 70% of their practice in their first three books. On the
other hand, Distar spaces consonant practice fairly evenly

throughout its 160 lessons.

20
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Vowels, blends, letter names, rules, and rhyming. Even more

variation appears in the way the four programs handle vowels,
sound blends, letter naming, rules, and rhyming. The number of
vocabulary words practiced is alsec irregular as exemnlified by
the differences between Houghton Mifflin's “Rockets" and

"Surprises." “Rockets," the first book, has far more vocabulary
words than the other three books. All programs except Ginn show
a gradual increase in the number of words students read in text,

but Ginn has an irregular pattern for the first three books.

Insert Table 3 about here.

Decoding summary. Table 3 provides summary information in

seven categories for each of the four programs. This summary
table highlights several differences between the three analytic
phonics programs. Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich provides the most
practice on sounds, whereas Houghton Mifflin contains the
greatest practice on letter names. Ginn has more than three
times the number of rules than the other programs, and Harcourt,
Brace, Jovanovich by far the greatest amount of rhyming practice.
Despite the differences in phonics practice emphasis, the
three analytic programs apply phonics to close to the same
percentage of vocabulary words, about 10%. Distar Reading
Mastery, in contrast, applies its synthetic phonics to over & 3%

of its vocabulary words. The final two columns show Harcourt,

21
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Brace, Jovanovich practices the least reading vocabulary while
Distar Reading Mastery practices the most words in isolation.

The number of vocabulary words practiced bears little
relationship to the number of words in the stories, however. For
example, Distar has the lowest number of words in stories and the
highest number of words practiced in isolation. Harcourt, Brace,
Jovanovich, on the other hand, has the second highest number of
words in the students' texts and the lowest number of words
practiced in isolation.

Despite continuing controversy over how to teach decoding,
and the clear differences between an analytic and a synthetic
phonics approach, there is consistent agreement that
comprehension is the essential goal of reading instruction. The
next portion of this paper describes the programs' various
teacher—directed comprehension interactions.

Comprehension Interactions

We used the Pearson and Johnson (1978) taxonomy to classify
comprehension questions. Text explicit questions were answered
“right there” in the text; text implicit questions could be
answered if the reader "searched to find"” the answer. Background
knowledge questions were Pearson and Johnson's "scriptal"”
category——questions readers had to answer with information in
their heads because the answer was not in the text.

We broke the categories down to allow a comparison of

questions at three text levels: word, sentence, and picture.
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Our rationale for making these distinctions is that in beginning'
reading it makes sense for the level of comprehension to parallel
the text. Therefore, for first grade texts, we anticipated that
Picture, word and sentence interactions would dominate
comprehension activities. Then, as the amount of text students
read increased, we expected that changes in interactions would
follow suit. First grade basal readers are often guite dependent
upon pictures to carry much of the story line. For this reacon,
we included explicit and implicit categories for picture
questions, as they are essential parts of the text.

We also counted interactions that required students to
Ssummarize information presented in the text as well as
interactions that had students predict what would happen next.
Some basals also had a number of opiniuon questions, presumably
included to have students integrate background knowledge and the
text.

.We counted each comprehension interaction in the Teachers'
guides for all levels of all programs. These results appear in

Table 4.

Insert Table 4 about here.

Question Types

Text—explicit questions. The analysis of comprehension

Interactions yielded irregularities between Programs somewhat

23
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greater than those found for decoding interactions, except for
one area, The number of text explicit word interactions were
fairly consistent for three of the four programs, with Harcourt,
Brace, Jovanovich having the largest number of word level text
explicit interactions. Houghton Mifflin and Distar, however, had
no word level questions after about midway through the first
grade materials. If comprehension interactions were designed to
follow the development of the text, one might anticipate a
pattern like the one that appears in Houghton Mifflin and Distar
for word level, text explicit interactions. In both of those
programs, word level questions begin as soon as students read
word level text. Likewise, one would anticipate that the number
of sentence level questions would increase from book to b ok,

thereby following naturally the increases in the amount of text

students read. These expectations were borne out in only
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich and Distar.

Background questions. One might speculate further that the

need for background knowledge interactions would grow from the
beginning to the end of the first grade materials because as the
reading vocabulary grows students are capable of reading
increasingly complex content. This pattern does in fact
materialize in all of the programs. It is particularly obvious
i the Distar program.

Prediction and opinion questions. Only three of the four

programs include prediction questions, but all have opinion

Q 2?4
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questions. Opinion questions maintain a fairly even frequency
throughout the Houghton Mifflin books, whereas they increase
regularly in the other three programs. Similar irregular
patterns appear both within and between programs for word,
~sentence, and picture—level text implicit questions, and even for

summary questions.,

Summary of questions. Table 5 summarizes the total number

of comprehension interactions in each of the ten categories and
then presents the percentage of interactions coded that are text—
tied. All comprehension interactions that appear in the
teachers' guides except those for background knowledge and
opinion were counted as text-—tied. Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich
and Distar have the lowest percentage of text—tied questions,

while Ginn and Houghton Mifflin have the most.

Insert Table 5 about here.

"Comprehensibility"” of Basal Reading Text

The third question we asked of these basal programs was how
comprehensible is the text students read? We began this work
knowing that this is a basically uncharted course. However,
recent work by Beck, McKeown, Omanson, and Pople (1984)
demonstrated that the fewer incohelrences a text has, the bet.ar
students comprehend. Furthermore, Beck and her colleagues

provided clear definitions and guidelines for the text
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characteristics they manipulated to make stories more
comprehensible. So, we too, chose to focus on problematical
references, such as those references that were ambiguous,
distant, or indirect; lack of requisite background knowledge;
unclear relationships between events; and the inclusion of
irrelevant events or ideas.

Coding Matched Stories

The first step in our anlaysis was to match three types of
stories across the four putlisiicrs from the last book of the
first grade progr:ms, because we believed there might be
differences in comprehensibility related to story—type. We
selected one "percsonification story,” a story in which an animal
was the talking, main character; one story with a "dilemma" for
the main character tn reconcile; and third, a story that was
representative of expository text. We tried to select stories
that were roughly the same length.

Since there is no expository selection in the final book of

Houghton Mifflin, "Honeycomb," we selected a story from the third
book, "Footprints.” There are no expository selections in Distar
Reading Masterye.

Three persons established high inter—-rater reliability of
approximately .85 by working first together and then individually
to code incoherences in the eleven selections. These findings

appear in Table 6. The first part of the table shows the results

of the analysis of the matched stories. The average number of
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words per incoherence illustrates the differences between storieé
as 1f incoherences were spaced evenly in each story. These
calculations are meant to give only a rough measure of the
frequency with which students encounter incoherences in each
story. The Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich story, "Animal Art Show"
would have the fewest words between incoherences, while the
Distar Reading Mastery storyv, "The Fat Eagle,” would have the

largest number of wcrds between incoherences.

Insert Table 6 about here.

Frequency of incoherences. The pattern for the four

pubiishers is similar for the dilemma stories except that the

Ginn story, "Freckles,"” has the lowest number of words, on the
average (just over eleven words), between incoherences. The
pattern betweea publishers is then somewhat reversed for
expository passages. No publisher has more than 47 words between
incoherences, and two of the three selections average under 11.
In addition to calculating the number of words per story and
then computing the average number of words between incoherences,
we also counted the number of propositions in each story. We
used the Omanson, Beck, Voss, and McKeown (1984) definition of
propositions, "a cohesive set of units of meaning” (49). The

number of propositions for each matched story also appears in the

top part of Table 6. The last coclumn reports the average number
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of propositions per incoherence. The relative standing of the
stories is the same whether the number of words or the number of
propositions is used to provide a measure of the relative
frequency of the incoherences.

Results for Unmatched Stories

The second part of Table 6 shows a comparison between
publishers for one—third of the remaining stories in each basal's
final book. Starting with the first story in each final book, we
analyzed every third story in the same way we had analyzed the
matched stories. These analyses were done to see if the matched
stories were representative of the other stories in the book.

Frequency of incoherences. A comparison of means and

standard deviations for the average number of words/incoherence
for the matched stories and the remaining selections appear in
Table 7. The patterns for words per incoherence are generally
consistent for the matched and unmatched stories though there is
a shift in rank for Houghton Mifflin and Distar. This shift in
rank can be explained in part, we believe, because we "forced"
the matched analysis with Houghton Mifflin by including an
expository selection from the third book, "Footprints," because
none existed in the fourth book, "“Honeycomb.” If we removed the
Houghton Mifflin expository passage, "Real Dinosaurs,” Houghton
Mifflin then averages 111.7 words between incoherences for the

matched selections. Houghton Mifflin would then be the most
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consistent of the four programs across matched and unmatched

"selections.

Insert Table 7 about here.

Piscussion and Implications

The clear answer to how similar the four reading programs we
analyzed are on measures of instruction, practice, and text is
that, with the exception of consonant sound instruction in the
three analytic phonics programs and the percentage of text—tied
comprehension questions, these four programs vary considerably.
The next portion of this paper addresses major issues and
co: :erns that stem from these findings.

Decoding

Discussion of the decoding aspects of these four programs
will focus on four issues: discontinuity between levels within
programs, variance in the emphasig on vowels, the major
differences in the percent of words actually read using skills
taught in the analytic and phonics programs, and the striking
differences between these analytic and synthetic phonics
programs.

Discontinuity between levels within programs. We are unable

to understand or explain why a program would deliberately range
in emphasis on consonant sounds, as the meaning—emphasis programs

do in their first four or five books. The patterns found in these
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three programs do not suggest planning for introductions,
practice, or consolidation of consonant sounds.

Variance in the treatment of vowels. The questions raised

about consonant sound practice are equally, if not even more,
appropriate for vowel introduction and practice. Of the three
analytic phonics programs, only Houghton Mifflin has vowel
practice in the first book. How do the other programs expect
Students to identify words beyond the hints they receive from

beginning consonants?

Application of phonics. Our analyses replicate Beck and

McCaslin's findings that although each of the analytic phonics
Programs has thousands of practices on individual letter sounds,
sound blends, and letter—naming, they thien provide students very
little opportunity to apply phonics skills to read words in
isolation. When this is the case, students certainly have
"hints"” about which words are which from the beginning
consonants, but virtually no help beyond that. A logical
question that follows, then, is why provide all of this practice
of sounds within words when so little use is made of it?

Analytic and synthetic phonics, revisited. The differences

between the analytic and synthetic phonics programs in this
analysis are striking. Of particular interest are six variables.
First, vowels receive almost as much attention as consonants in
the synthetic phonics program. This difference exists despite

the fact that there are only five vowels in the English language

30
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to be learned in their long and short versions in comparison to
21 consonants. Why is this? The vowel sounds are much harder to
discriminate from each other than are all but a few consonants
(p, d, t, b, for example). Second, blending is taught only in
the synthetic phonics program, and it is in fact needed only
there, for reasons already discussed.

The th