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The International Reading Assoctation attempts,
through its publications, to provide a forum for a
wide spectrum of opinion on reading, This policy
permits divergent viewpoints without assuming the
endorsement of the Association,
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FOREWORD

The most commonly perceived definition ot literacy is the “ability to use
correspondences of visual shapes to spoken sounds in order to decode written
materials. and to translate them into oral language.”™ The more common defini.
tions of the word place this ability at a relatively low level of decoding and at
the lower level of the thinking process,

The authors of this publication perceive literacy in a broader sense, They
aver that “reading and writing are tools, not goals™ and that “literacy poses a
problem for the whole society not merely for the school child and his teacher.”
The authors also affirm that literacy skills are acquired in many ways and in
many situations not solely within the classroom.

This publication constitutes the report by a study group organized by the
National Institute tor Education to study some of the problems of linguistic
communication, It recommends “a program of research and development on
learning and instruction in the elements of linguistic communication  reading,
writing. listening, speaking  including interactions among these elements.”

The publication by the International Reading Association of thisreport isa
service to its membership and the profession: it provides the vehicle for sharing
with other disciplines the ideas formulated by the study group and offers
suggested areas tor needed research.

The Association expresses its appreciation to the National Institute for
Education, both for having funded this most important and productive confer.
ence and for having granted permission to IRA to publish the report of the study
group, The Association, as is the entire educational profession, is deeply in-
debted to the individuals who participated in the conference and who prepared
this report.

Millard H. Black. President
International Reading Association
1973-1974
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PREFACE

In early December 1973 the National Institute of Education established five
priority areas. One priority area is called the Essential Skills Program. Primary
emphasis during the first year of the prograin has been directed toward issues in
Linguistic Communication.

To a substantial degree the report of the Summer Study group in Linguistic
Communication has served to guide the efforts of the Essential Skills Program.
In particular, the program has geared its activities to the two areas defined by
the Summer Study as “the most pressing national problems of literacy at the
present time ...

1. Imparting basic literacy to those who most need it.

2. Raising language comprehension in the entire population.”

Activities in the first problem area were already being carried out by the
NIE, although not in a cocrdinated, purposefil fashion. Roughly five million
dollars per year, for example, has been devoted during the first two years of NIE
to provide continuing support to curriculumn development and related reading
research designed to improve instruction in elementary schools. Much of this
work concentrates on the creation of new methods to impart basic literacy skills
to all children. A first task of the Essential Skills Program has been to pull this
work together in an attempt to describe institute activities to persons interested
in reading research and developinent and to provide information for future
directions of the programn.

In the second problem area the Essential Skills Program has initiated a
number of the activities suggested by the Summer Study. We have attempted to
create a balanced program in language comprehension with emphasis being
placed both on deflecting researchers in Artificial Intelligence, Visual Informa-
tion Processing, and Linguistics to attend to applied issues in language compre-
hensicn and on supporting other researchers to pursue information about the
state of current practice in teaching comprehension skills in the schools. Much of
the work during the first six months of the program has been geared to the
development of a systematic agenda for the next three to five years of NIE's
activities in language comprehension.

Throughout this planning process we have attempted to solicit suggestions
and reactions from a wide variety of scientists and practitioners. The publication
of this report by the Internationa! Reading Association represents a major part
in this etfort to involve interested pa-ties in our attempt to create as responsible
and responsive a program as possible. ‘

Marshall S. Smith, Acting Assistant Director
National Institute of Education
May 1974

L2t ]
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PART | INTRODUCTION

Communication binds people together, and, of all the ways people communi-
cate, human language is the most important. It is in the public interest that
everyone have the basic skills required for linguistic communication,

The most basic linguistic skill is speech. The ability to produce and under-
stand spoken messages is essential for social life. Children normally acquire this
ability without formal education, Educational problems arise when the spoken
language that the child acquires at home differs from the language used in
school.

Many social groups rely entirely on spoken language, If written language is
little known or used, people regulate their social lives by an oral tradition; even
in the United States there are communities that have developed oral subcultures,
In the industrialized countries, however, many opportunities are denied to those
who are uhable to read and write, In particular, our educational system assumes
that by the fourth grade children will have acquired basic literacy skills; those
who have not acquired them find it difficult to take advantage of subsequent
educational opportunities. Although an ability to read and write is second in
importance to the use of spoken language, illiteracy is a source of many social
and ~conomic problems. Accordingly, a heavy emphasis is placed on reading and
writing skills in the following report.

An illiterate person must turn to others to learn of the most private
messages written to him by friends or relatives. He must depend on others to fill
out tax and social security forms; to read the fine print on insurance contracts,
guarantees, leases; to transcribe his own intimate written messages. Friends and
neig. Yors must be relied on to provide transportation when public facilities are
unavailable, to keep him informed about consumer options, to rcad to his
children inn the evening. His occupational choice is severely restricted. Depen-
dence on others for help in day to day decisions and activities constantly
encroaches on his individual freedom and privacy; even when aid is substantial,
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many opportunities cunnot be enjoyed. Privacy and the freedom to know and to
do are limited privileges for an illiterate individual.

Clearly, this nation has a responsibility to provide everyone the opportunity
to overcome such limitations, This responsibility has been recognized by the
institution of universal free education, It is not the intent of this report to
propose extensive new responsibilities, but to suggest how research and develop-
ment activities and applications of knowledge gained through these activities can
be used to make more effective the large rescurces we already devote to the
achievement of literacy.

Although the United State:. ranks high among nations in the literacy of its
people, not all of our problems of literacy have been solved. Estimates of the
magnitude of the problems we still face obviously depend on what level of
literacy is taken as the indispens.ibie minimum, About a quarter million young
adults are estimated to bte illiterate even at the lowest leveli more realistic
detinitions lead to higher estimates.

These handicapped persons come from all parts of society, In proportional
terms, however, an all too familiar picture emerges. Although the schools are
managing to teach most children to read and write, disproportionate numbers of
the poor, speakers of languages other than English, and members of cultural
minorities do not master even the most basic skills - the ability to interpret
single sentences, or to follow simple written instructions,

When we ask about the more advanced skills and knowledge required to
understand any thing beyond the simplest written messages, the success rates of
our schools are lower than they should be tor all parts of the popriation,
Reading and writing are tools, not goals: they are the tools needed to change the
way we think and what we think about, Highly literate people not only can
satisty the practical demands ot letter writing and recordkeeping, but also have
assess to the whole world of written knowledge. These more advanced goals are
not ecasy to define operationally, but they must not be ignored in setting
national policy.

The most pressing national problems of literacy at the present time seem to
fall under two general headings:

1. Imparting basic literacy to those who most need it.

2. Raising language coraprehension in the entire population.

It is unlikely that either class of problems can be solved in any single
setting  for example. in the carly grades of school  or by any single method.
Literacy poses a problem tor the whole society, not merely tor the school child
and his teacher, Literacy skills are not acquired solely in the classroom situation.
By historical accident we have inherited a conception of reading instruction that
pictures a white, middle-class school child patiently sounding out stories about
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Assessment 3

Throughout this report we will speak of basie literacy, comprehen.
sion, and functional or practical literacy.

Basic literacy means abihity to use correspondences of visual shapes
to spoken sounds in order to decode written naterials and to translate
them into oral language.

Comprehension means ability to understand the meaning of verbal
materials,

Functional or practical literacy means ability to read tdecode and
comprehend) materials needed to perform everyday and vocational
taska.

Literacy in all of these meanings admits of imiportant varistic na of
level and content, as are described,

Dick and Jane, A recurrent theme of our discussion was the need to broade:t this
picture in every direction toward minority cortmunities, toward adult illiter-
ates. toward the deeper proc.sses of unders!anding language, toward different
tvpes of reading materials, toward sitiations outside the classroom, 1t is our
stromg conviction that the most challenging and important social and scientitic
problems related to linguistic skills are to be tound in this area surrounaing the
traditional focus of reading instruction,

Given this briet analysis of the problems, certain general recommendations
to the National Institute of Education follow naturally. Specitic recommenda-
tions and strategies for implementing them are contained in the body of the
report,

A ASSESSMENT

Although available evidence convinees us ot the general urgeney ot the
problem, we e still not well enough informed about its exact nagnitude and
prevalence moour society, lninediate: steps shoutd be taken 1o consider how
functional hteraey should be detined and what criteria should be used s
standards tor ats achievennent. At the sane time, political and fiscal veality
demand that the NIE set feasible national goais and that the NIk be able to
momtor suceess in promoting those objectives,

. The NIE should establish criteria by which to measure functional

literacy, and develop special competence in the assessment of func.

tional literacy end its underlying skills. In particula., the NIF should

develop alternatives to the presently widely used grade-level crivevur,

A reader's skills can he measered agunst thase of other people (norm
reterenced measutes) or against the skitls needed. according 1o observation ot
theory, tor functional literacy (eriterionseterenced measues).
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. Reading grade levels are a form of nomereferenced meastire.
Criterion-referenced measures could be based on:

3. Written materials and messages used by the society at large.

3. Written materials and messages representative of theoretically based

components of comprehension,

4. Written materials and messages equal in difficulty level to the listening

comprehension level of the individual,

Most of the information we now have is of the first, norm-reterenced kind.,
Prop 2rly interpreted, these data may be of great aid in determining inadequacies
i wur instructional efforts, Unfortunately, however, the natur: - of a normative
measure pits scraols and groups against one another in a svuseless race where
some will always be losers, Moreover, it is only through great effort that
measures obtained trom these data can be related to the demands of the society,
to the nature of the reading task itselt’, or to the capacities of the individual, We
believe that grade level criteria may often be more misleading than informative,

The other three procedures for assessment are designed to overcome these
deficiencies, The seeond approach is most relevant to obtaining basic social and
economic parity among groups and individu.is in the society. It involves the
simultaneous assessment of the critical do nv o made by society on the literacy
skills of individuals and the development of tools to determine individual
competence in these skills, Great stride. Lhave already been nade in both areas;
they should be actively pursued, Alt' wgh this approach is clearly criterion
rather than noim reterenced in the sho  run, its reliance on the present demands
of the society implies a normative r. ferent; as society changes, so presumably
will the demands on the literacy skill:. of individuals.

The third and fourth approaches should be less subject to the winds of
change. Both approaches, however, will require considerable research and time
betore they can be implemented. The third assumes the existence of a deeper
theoretical understanding than we at present possess, The tourth defines a
criterion that takes individual ditterences into account, but too little is presently
known about the reliability and validity of ditferent ways of measuring equal
competence in spoken and written communication,

In addition to the technical advantages and disadvantages of each ot the
four approaches, their social and political implications need to be weighed
caretully,

B, FIRST TASKS

Although at present we lack sufficient intormation to define accurately the
precise scope of the problem, our initial assessment indicates that we should not
witit tor further research to start or intensity programs at both the basic and
tunctional levels for those groups or individuals most in need, since it is clear

ERIC
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that many people have not attained an adequate level of functional literacy
under our present system of instruction,

1. The NIE should suppert research and development designed to find
means of raising literacy to the levels required for effective functioning
in society.

Although functional literacy remains to be fully defined, we are at a point where
we can identify a set of face-valid, functional, reading tasks.

111. The NIE should give first priority to research and development
aimed at improving the acquisition of basic literacy by persons from
low income families and minority communities.

As stated, recommendations 11 and 111 are less precise than we wish they
were. The body of the report suggests possible criteria and strategies for the
definition of goals in both areas, basic and functional; we did not consider it our
prerogative to choose among the alternatives. We strongly suggest that the NIE
program in linguistic communication take as an initial responsibility the task of
defining goals for these two foci. Whatever specific goals are defined, however,
our analysis suggests that there is available a set of general approaches that will
facilitate their accomplishment.

C. CULTURE AND MOTIVATION

How much a student will learn depends on how and how much he studies;
these. in turn, depend on his motivation to learn. Better ways of sustaining a
student’s motivation to learn to read and write are needed.

Analyses of methods for imparting communication skills must take account
of the particular needs of the concerned groups. The audience for such efforts is
quite heterogencous; no single curriculum will serve them all equally well, Even
those whose first language is Spanish come from quite different cultural back-
grounds - Cuban, Puerto Rican, Mexican - and this situation is different from
native Americans or those who speak the black English vernacular, Cutting
across these cultural differences are the different requirenents of illiterate adults
who have little motivation to read the adventures of Dick and June. There has
been considerable attention paid in recent years to the advantages of individual-
ized instruction for each child; comparable attention must ‘he paid to the
ndividualization of instruction for each culture. Unfortunately, many basic
questions remain unanswered: Is there convincing evidence that black children
will learn more rapidly it they begin reading the black vernacular? Should
children from Spanish speaking homes learn to read Spanish first? Can teachers
be prepared to develop reading materials of their own in such situations? And so
on. These and related problems are discussed in the body of the report.
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Since reading instruction is a major task of the early grades, the match of
school to home environment may have particular relevance to the development
of linguistic communication skills, We do not feel that it is enough simply to
make reading materials reflect more accurately an individual’s cultural heritage -
although that is an important start. Other aspects of schooling may have to be
tailored to a student’s cultural background. We know that the social context is
important — socioeconomic status of the family has been one of the best
predictors of a child’s eventual success in learning to read and write — but we
know little about how the social context affects learning. Some now believe that
specific environmental factors can be identified, so “1at the real problems can be
imore clearly defined,

Efforts to integrate the various linguistic experiences of the child need to be
pursued further. In order to sustain the student’s motivation to learn, reading
and writing should be integrated with other classroom activities, should be made
to fit the interests and purposes of the individual, and should be carried out in
the home and other places as well as the school.

IV, The NIE should

a, explore ways of relating the curriculum and the school to the
child’s home and peer culture, and

b. actively promote the development of strategies for raising
literacy by integrating reading and writing into the life and inter-
ests of the individual, outside as well as inside the classroom.

We believe that this recommendation represents the best general approach to
naintaining the student’s motivation, and that it can be implemented both for
the teaching of reading and the teaching of writing.

Reading conceived as a separate course of study - “Put away your comic
books, children, it’s time for Reading” - reading contined solely to basal
readers, reading taught as a highly stylized and rule-bound task, all tend to push
the idea of reading as communication, as power and discovery through com-
munication, into the background. Reading must be made interesting and rele-
vant. A child intrigued by auto mechanics might be encouraged to bring manuals
to class, and to bring life to the manuals by working on engines within the
school,

As for writing. an initial deemphasis of certain stylistic rules, letter-perfect
spelling and punctuation-perfect paragraphs, with more emphasis on writing as
communication (without distracting corrections) should create an atmosphere in
which communication is fun, in wnich both reading and writing (especially,
reading what the student himselt has written) take on additional interest.

Children should not he led to think of reading and writing as tasks umique to
the schoolroom, It fiteracy is the responsibility of the whole culture, its advan-
tages should be seen outside the schools, Alternative opportunities for develop-
ing reading skills arc needed for adult illiterates in any case. And reading
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instruction for children in the classroom should be supported by a world outside
that will contribute to their general knowledge base. S pecial attention should be
given to possibilities for reading instruction in the home and via the mass media,
particularly television.

D. UNDERSTANDING HOW PEOPLE COMMUNICATE

The recommendations above are based more on general experience than on
an explicit theory about how people communicate. Much further exploration of
the theoretical aspects of reading acquisition and comprehe. n is needed.
Although the process is complex, understanding the ability to decode, interpret,
and comprehend written materials has advanced significantly in recent years,
particularly through the work in cognitive psychology and a- tificial int»".gence.
In order to build a scientiti: base for future application,, .his work deserves
attention and support.

V. The NIE should actively support efforts to understand

a. the cognitive processes involved in acquiring basic reading
skills and

b. the cognitive processes involved in comprehending linguistic
messages.

Comprehension is the purpose of reading, yet we know far too little about the
knowledge and conceptual organization needed for advanced reading com-
petence. Although we have learned much about the legibility of tyoe, patterns of
eye movements, rates of information processing, and the like, these facts have
not been put together in a coherent scientitic theory of reading. We must
understand better the higher memal processes that control the intentional act of
reading. Because principled improvements in current practice will depend on
sound theory of the skills to be taught, recommendation V deserves high
priority,

. IMPLEMENTATION
The NIE must employ personnel competent to direct and supervise etforts
to implement these recommendatio.s,

V1. The NIE should employ staff and make administrative arrange-
ments to undertake effective programs of research and development on
the educational problems of linguistic communication,

All uther recommendations presuppose the existence of an etfective unit of this
kind.
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F. A FINAL THOUGHT

A recurrent lament beard durivg our discussions was that professionals
concerned with linguistic communication do not communicate with each other.
Teachers of reading have no easy way to learn of effective instructional tactics
developed by other teachers. Research workers interested in the reading process
come from such a variety of professional and academic backgrounds that they
are often unaware of their common objectives. And the greatest gap is between
the teacher and the research worker.

Our own attempts to understand this failure of communication led us to
speak of ““the predicament of perspectives;™ teacher, researcher, and student
often have very different conceptions of reading and of learning to read.
Teachers shonid adopt the widest possible framework. Their concerns, eventu-
ating in procedures that will be effective in the classroom, are with the detection
and diagnosis of potential reading problems, selzction of effective methods of
dealing with them, and instruction itself. Proper detection and diagnosis require
an understanding of both the scientific perspective — an effort to analyze
complex skills into their component processes — and the child’s interest in
reading and writing in relation to the organic growth of the child’s general skills
in linguistic communication. The transition from a knowledge of what the
problem is to what to do about it is most often left undetermined by the
scientist. The materials of instruction should be related both to theory and to
the ¢hild’s needs.

VII. The NIE should support efforts to make explicit not only the
scientist’s theories of reading and of learning to read, but also the
perspectives of the teacher and the student, with the aim of facilitating
communication among them,

This recommendation assumes that the critical step in improving communication
between scientists and teachers, and between teachers and students, is to make
explicit the differences in basic assumptions with which they approach their
Common concerns,




PART 1l OBJECTIVES AND STRATEGIES

The nation has often reaifirmed its responsibility for providing opportunity to
all citizens to become full participants in the national life as producers, as
consumers, as citizens, as human beings. To the extent that understanding the
spoken and written word is important for exercising that opportunity, it be-
comes a national responsiblity to see that all citizens are literate.

However, we do not wish to exaggerate the importance of comprehension
skills, and especially reading skills, in the routine of everyday living. The reading
requirements of’ many occupations are quite modest; probably only a relatively
small proportion of all jobs require more than current eighth-grade reading
comprehension,* Moreover, the formal admissions requirements for occupations
son -times overstate the real importance of reading skill, or of other formal
training, to job performance.

A persistent concern of members of minority communities, most vocally
expressed by black Americans, has been their record in passing standardized
employment tests. One reason given for this state of affairs centers on the
mismateh between most standardized employment tests and the actual require-
ments for jobs. Indeed, some recent data suggest that many tests for jobs such as
that of patrolman might well be used to admit students to the most selective of
our colleges. Readability estimates place much of this material well beyond the
formal educational level required to qualify ror the job, The extent of literacy in
fact required for employment can enly be ascertained through job-analyses and
other studies of a carefully constructed sample of a variety of occupations.

Even the most bookish among us depend on high-level reading skills only
during a small portion of each day, Nor is there evidence that raising an
cighth-grade reader’s skill to the twelfth-grade level will contribute much to his
performance as a voter. Voting in a democracy rests on no presumption of

tWe would have preferred to express this point by citing criterion-referenced test results,
However, until adequate criterionsreterenced tests are developed and utilized we are
o obliged to depend upon norm-referenced measures,

IToxt Provided by ERI
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universal expertness on subjects of public policy: rather, it rests on the observa-
tion that adults of ordinary intelligence and education can be competent judges
of the integrity and performance of public ofticials, and shrewd judges, too, of
how to protect themselves from injurious abuses of public power,

Having stated all these reservations, we nwst nevertheless conclude that a
person with limited reading skills may be deprived of many benefits of our
society. The importance of literacy cannot be measured by the number of
oceasions  many of them quite briet”  when being able to read or not opens or
closes 4 door of opportunity, shields one front an accident or exposes him to it,
provides one with a sense of competence and independence or makes «ne
dependent on others,

The skill of reading provides the reader with access to help-wanted ads in
the newspapers, and to announcements ot store sales, It allows him to find his
way about the streets, (A visitor to Tokyo can experience something of the
illiterate™s problems of” navigation,) It permits him to read instructions on 4
pesticide bottle and recipes in a cookbook. It permits him to read his mail, fill
out lus Social Security torms, obtain a driver's License.

The public responsibility to provide opportunities to team to read and write
is discharged primarily by the American public school system which offers
umvers2l free education through the tweltth grade. Thus, national objectives
must be translated into objectives for the educational syste n since the schools
are the most important instruments availuble for achieving our objectives.
Although there 1s a sizeable number of adult illiterates who should be offered
educational opportunities, our prevailing national strategy is preventive  to
improve the teaching ot reading and writing in order to prevent more children
from growing into illiterate adults,

Perhaps because universal literacy has alw ays been a goal of our educational
system. familiarity has led us to assume we know what it means. Programs
advocating every person’s right to learn to read receive broad public attention,
Yet these goals or rights are inherenily vague. What level of competence is to be
counted as Hiteracy? Do weanean hiteracy in English or in any language? What
particular language skills are involved? What degree of accomplishment in each
should be described as the indispensable minimum? When one attempts to assess
the current sitiation, the range of language skills achieved by different individ-
uals becomes apparent. It one defines the natioral objective at a relatively low
level, the magnitude of the problem can be underestimated. The higher the
national level one aspires to, the greater the number who will need education
and the more ditticult the achicvement will become.

Somewhere near the core ot the responsibility accepted by our schools is a
prcture, shaped by tradition, of o white. middle-class child sitting quietly in a
classroom patiently sounding out the words i simple stories, When one tocuses
on this preture. scseans reasonably pleasant  that s not where our national
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proble: literacy originate. As one expands this view to include minority
groups, ilhterates, understanding what is sounded out, alternative reading
materials, and the out-ot-school uses to which reading ability is expected to
transfer, the problems begin to appear,

Language minorities face special problems, not just in reading, but in
making full use of the educational opportunities available to them. In the United
States tose of the information we want citizens to have is communicated in
standard Fnglish. This is true in the mass media generally, as well as in the
schools, The student’s knowledge of English is this the cormerstone of our
educational plan. Some of the most serious problems confronting our educa-
tonal system today arise trom the tact that students  particularly students in
the inner cities do not enter the schools with equal linguistic competencies.
Some speak no English at all, some speak nonstandard English, and even those
who speak English will not have mastered all the language skills they will require
in the conrse of their educational experience. In this connection, William Labov
(1972) has written the following,

Many skills have to be gequired betore we can say that a person has
fearned standard English. The following list is a scale of priorities that |
would suggest as helptul in concentrating vur attention on the most
important problems:

i, Ability to understand spoken English (of the teacher)

b, Ability to read and comprehend

¢. Ability to communicate (to the teacher) in spoken lnghxh

d. Ability to communicate in writing

¢, Ability to write in standard English grammar

1. Ability to spell correctly

g. Ability to use standard Fnglish grammar in speaking

h. Ability to speak with a prestige pattern ot pronunciation

tand dvoid stigmatized forms), (p, 5)

We wsially assume @ and take A to be the first academic task for the child. But
when @ s deticient, itsamelionation shouid ta - nriority over b,

Fabovs histserves to remind us of the eomplexity of the task taced by the
whools, md ol the correspondimg complesity that must be incorporat g into
any well-detined national objective, And even it we had o well-defined objective
and o ovalid asessment of owr curtent distance from it, we would still face
devisions as to whieh actions would most ettectively reduce the distanee. The
bulh of the present report is corcerned with this third, tactical stage ot the
mational progiam,

Detimtions of” literacy have been as wide as they have been deeps at one
tme ot another, oral speaking and writing skills have been related to definitions
ol leraey. We must examine some ol the existing defmitions and objectives, not
only tor then theoretical and Tunctional relevance, but also in the fight of
pohtical practicahity.,
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A, OBJECTIVES
1. Basic Literacy

The discussions of the Study Group used a rough distinction between
a) basic or initial reading skills, and b) comprehension, particularly as it involved
functional, practical, or advanced reading skills — between the skills needed to
transform: written symbols into speech and the skills and knowledge needed in
occupations, and on consumers and citizens, We recognize the artificiality of this
distinction, since at every level of skill reading is an effort after meaning, yet it
serves as a convenient expository device for separating out the rather ditferent
educational problems involved in each case.

The distinction can also serve a useful purpose in formulating objectives,
The skill of correctly decoding written language could serve as a standard of
basic literacy for our society. One definition of “basic literacy” might be the
ability to read aloud a selectéd list of words; a second might be the ability to
read aloud selected sentences.

Extent of problem. We believe that, with few exceptions, everyone could
achieve basic literacy with proper instruction and support. A very large fraction
of the population has progressed well beyond this minimal criterion, yet there
are pockets of people for whom basic literacy is yet to be achieved.

We Kiiow of no attempt to detect and determine systematically the degree
of failure to achieve this minimal level in the general population. Such data
could have great importance for national policy. Unless there are refiable data of
which we are unaware, we recommend an assessment to determine specifically to
what extent an objective of *“‘universal minimal literacy’ has been accomplished
in the adult population. The survey would be a piobability sample, weighing
those subgroups in the population where an inability to read words and sen-
tences aloud might be expected,

2. Comprehension and Functional Literacy: Occupation

With improvements in our methods of measuring literacy and the cognitive
proeesses associated with it, we may soon be able to define a national goal in
such a way that we could adapt it to the wide varic v of individual circumstances
and, at the very least, be able to recognize when we had achieved it. One line of
attack would be to ask the educational system to give everyone the ability to
read up to the level required of him by his occupation,

Although there are clear virtues to such an zpproach, this line of thinking
does not seem to fead to a satisfactory definition of a national goal. Not only are
tost of the reading students in the schools too yoang to have any occupation,
but it would be difficult to avoid the inference that no .a ¢ had a right to read
beyond the requirements of his occupation  that the ambitious worker would
not have educational support in attaining jobs beyond his present level of
reading ability,
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As an alternative, we might want the educational system to bring everyone
to that reading achievement level which at least 80 percent of those gainfully
employed were required to have. This would lead to an extensive survey of the
literacy requirements for all definable occupations, and to the deve! pment of
instructional materials specifically aimed at each.

Extent of problem, Preliininary evidence suggests two key points:

a. Scattered data indicate that only a relatively low level (8th grade) of
communication skill is sufficient to acquire the knowledge to perform ade-
quately in many occupations,

b. Other data indicate that there is little relation between reading compre-
hension and on the job performance ratings within occupational categories.
Taken together these data imply that most people could achieve the communica-
“ tion skills required to perform competently in most occupations.

Were these data substantiated, they might also alert teachers, parents, and
workers to the possibility that occupational opportunities are far more available
than previously imagined. Too. it would give teachers some absolute perfor-
mance criteria to aim at  criteria related to reading skills demanded by the
society. And if employers and unions realized that only a basic level of literacy is
required to perform adequately in most occupations, the entrance requirements
to many jobs might be reduced. Similarly, other literacy demands made by the
society might be eased when, for example, lawyers and advertisers realize that
they are not communiciting with some members of society. At the very least,
these data would tocus attention on how to change societal activities that are
currently selective and exclusive.

We recommend that two types of data be gathered for a random sample of
occupations in the society.

a. Data on the level of reading skills required to have access to the
occupation.

b. Data on the level of reading skills necessary to gain the knowledge to be
able to perform adequately in the occupation.

3. Comprehension and Functional Literacy: Consumer Choice

Another approach to specitying tunctional literacy is suggested by placing a
high value on the notion of consumer choice. Consumer choice implies that most
people have the skills and knowledge to make informed decisions when faced
with impor ant lite choices.

A decision to maximize the potential choices open to an individual could
involve us in a wide variety of activities. A basic core of sKills and knowledge can
he enumerated if there are universal situations  situations that everyone can be
reasonably expected 1o encounter  where reading and thinking skills are re-
qaired to make informed decisicas, Activities dependent on reading and thinking
ability and related 1o the areas of need immediately present themselves.
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a, Consumer Economics: product labels, advertising, cookbooks, nutri-
tional documents, shopping ads, yellow pages, consumer reports.

b. Health: life insurance, health insurance, health instructions from school
to home,

¢. Transportation: schedules, place names, directional signs.

d. Government and Law: voting literature, apartment leasing contracts,
rights as a citizen,

e. Community Resources: telephone directory, appropriate newspaper
articles, bulletin board notices.

f.  Occupational Opportunities: want ads, employment brochures.

Skills needed to comprehend materials in these areas should be understoci
and appropriate assessment instruments developed and utilized. This wouid
disclose pockets in the population where people do not have the skills and
information to exercise real freedom of choice. Resources might then be
directed toward alleviating deficiencies in knowledge and basic skills.

Extent of the problem. In order to pursue this approach, we offer a variety
of recommendations. At present, there are at least three on-going efforts to
assess functional literacy in the nation. The Educational Testing Service is just
completing a national survey cf reading skills - the items on the survey were
suggested by prior survey of the reading habits and requirements in the popula-
tion. The National Assessment of Educational Progress will be carrying out a
similar survey in the very near future. Northeutt (1973) has also carried out a
similar assessment. We recommend that NIE pay close attention to the results of
these surveys and engage in active communication with the three gr.ops about
inplications, problems and gaps in the data. This activity should be initiated
immediately.

4. Equalization of Subgroup Norms

One objective advanced has been the attainment of similar scores or achieve-
ment levels on reading tests by various population subgroups. Literacy is, under
that objective, detined as that which is measured by the standardized reading
tests, at a level tor all population subgroups equal to the grand mean. Until the
nation takes dramatic steps to “equalize™ the quality of life in peneral across
population subg.wups. we will continue to find group differences in literacy.
Such group differences might disappear or need radical reinterpretation were we
instead to develop criteria tor literacy based on theoretical and functional
notions that can be used to guide local and national policy.

Furthermore, to define our goals in terms of norms tor the ecighth or the
twelt'th (or any other) grade can be misleading. for the norm provides a moving
instead of a stationary target at which to aim. It the average reading skills of the
whole high-school population were raised substantially, but we used norm-
referenced tests to measure literacy and constantly reset the norm, it would
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appear that no progress had been made. The average student would still be
average, and half the students would still fall below the norm, as before, Progress
toward literacy goals must be measured against standards based on theoretical or
functional criteria, rather than norm-referenced standards. We must measure the
reading comprehension levels that are required to handle specific kinds of
reading materials that are used on the job, in the home, and in other life
situations, and measure progress against these stable markers rather than the
rubber rulers of norm-referenced standards.

One strong evidence that levels of literacy and language understanding are
not fixed once and for all is the significant trend in average absolute scores on
the same measures that have taken place over the past fifty years (see, for
example, Tuddenham, 1948; Schrader, 1968; Jencks et al, 1972, p. 63). A rough
extrapolation of these data over the past fifty years leads us to estimate that we
can expect an increase in average test performance of between one sixth and one
quarter of a standard deviation per decade, Naturally, this rate of increase is not
inevitable in the future, nor may we attribute it entirely to changes in schooling.

In order to evaluate progress toward our national objectives with respect to
literacy, such studies should be replicated - preferably with measuring instru-
ments based on criteria that do not shitt over time, and with reading achieve-
ment, rather than general intelligence, as the variable to be measured. The
questions that must be answered before this can be done are discussed in
Part 111,

5. Individual Potential

Another litte of attack on the formulation of a national objective is to ask
the educational system to provide the opportunity for everyone to read up to
the lintits of his own ability, The obvious objection to this approach is that it
seems to require us to measure the limits of &n individual’s ability to read, and to
do so at a time when our methods for measuring how well he can read - not to
mention how well he cowdd read  still need considerable improvement. There is
a way to avoid this objection, however, that seems natural and well within the
lintits imposed by the preseat quahty of our reading yurdsticks. Suppose we
were to consider two meastres: a measure of thie person’s ability to comprehend
spoken language. and a measure of his ability to comprehend written language.
Then the task would be to devise measuring instruments that would enable us to
determine for any given individual whether his reading comprehension was
conmmensurate with his listening comprehension of” English messages. Given
appropriate instruments, a well-detined national goal would be to educate every
reader up to i level conmmensurate with his listening comprehension,

Extent of problem, The development and vahidation of a testing procedure
that would provide such a reading juotient might be a major undertaking. Not
only might considerable research on listening comprehension and its relation to
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reading comprehension be required, but special adaptations of the instrument
would be required to deal with bilingual and bidialectal individuals. On the basis
of the discussions we have been able to devote to this topic, the Study Group
hesitates to recommend the development ot such an instrument at the present
time. We do recommend, however, that a further group be assembled to pursue
the possibility in greater detail — both with respect to the social and political
consequences of formulating a national goal for reading in these terms, and with
respect to the various research and developmen. strategies that would most
likely lead to a valid and reliable method of testing. We recognize the possiblity
that this approach may turn out to he more appropriate to individual diagnosis
than to national or group assessment - this recommendation, therefore, applies
equally to the diagnosis category (see page 28).

B. STRATEGIES

We must talk in the plural of the “problems of literacy.” No single line can
be drawn between those who are illiterate and those who are not. A person who
can read ihe sports page may be unable to read the financial page (and vice
versa). Or a person who can fill out a job application blank may be unable to
read the manual that describes how to use a piece of equipment needed on the
job. But these are relatively advanced levels of reading. If we consider the
beginning reader - usually a young child entering the first grade - his first step
toward reading and writing is to learn how to connect the printed word and the
spoken language with which he is already tamiliar. Because it is so important,
making this connection is sometimes regarded as the only problem of reading,
Unfortunately, the real problems are much more complex.

I. Basic Literacy

Understanding the idea and purpose of representing familiar language and its
meanings in printed forms, and acquiring a goud level of skill interpreting such
representations, are the central goals of the first two or three years of reading
study. Crucial to the whole enterprise of learning to read is the child’s attitude
toward the task, A positive attitude is nore important than acquisition of the
ability to recognize a tew letters or words. It these skills are acquired at the cost
of the child’s sense that reading is exciting and interesting, the price may he
much too high, Positive attitudes towards reading seem best inculcated by an
environment rich in reading materials, by adults who read themselves and who
read regularly to children, and by the opportunity to express and represent
experiences verbally and in print, and by entertainment derived from reading.

For the child embarked on such a learning experierce, learning to read is an
emotional and cognitive development that must form an organic whole, an
integrated system of closely related skills that is never completely perfected. For
the scientist and the teacher, whose tasks are to understand and supervise this
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organic growth of reading skills, & more analytic conception is required. For the
child, reading and writing are a continwation and extension of oral language
skills; for those who would hope to aid the child, reading and writing are
complex packages of component skills that must be unfolded to the child in
some sequence intelligible to him, For the child, reading and writing represent an
unusual feusing of attention on the linguistic aspects of communication, with
progressively less support from the situational and linguistic context on which he
has relied to acquire his oral mastery of Linguage: tor the scientist and teacher,
this focussing is merely one of many abstractions that characterize the analysis
of linguistic communication via the written word.

The scientist and the practitioner, therefore, find it convenient to draw
distinetions that can organize their research and teaching, but that are merely
different aspects of what the child experiences as an integrated whole. Thus, the
analyst will frequently  distinguish between certain basic skills required tor
identifving words and phrases trom print, and certain advanced skills required
for comprehiending and using the information that the written signal encodes.
But to the child, these are related aspects of his experience. He does not first
learn to identity words from print and only then begin to think what they mean,
From the beginmng the child's task is to recover meaning from the written
symbols; what changes is not his goal, but the nature of the obstacles that stand
between him and his goal, At first his worst problems seem to be with identitica-
tion and recognition: later Lis problems become those of comprehension and
nterpretation,

It a person's search tor meaning is impeded by his inability to recognize the
words tepresented by the written symbols, he presents problems of basic
literacy: it his saarch for meaning is impeded by his inability to understand the
meaning of the words and sentences he has recognized, he presents problems of
comprehenston, The kinds of help required in these two situation : seem sutti-
ciently difterent to justity the distinction as long as one does not conelude that
comprehension 1s mrelevant -taring the learning of word identification, or that
word identitication is irrelevant during the learning o interpretive skills,

The ability to sound out the words that the text represents, regardless of -
whether they are understond — loosely speaking, the ability to decode s the
castest of the reading-related abilities to assess. Even this apparently simple skill
depends on many components: on being able o recognize the shapes and
arrangemnents of fetters and letter-groups: on being able to move one's eyes with
appropriate precision and control: on being able to produce acceptable speech
sounds i response to the visual patterns thar comprise the printed text.

These skills are often not casy to acquire, We may be able to make a task
more purposetul by various mstructional innovations, but we cannot mahe it
trvial, [ conditions tor sustamed attention and motivation are not maintiined,
in appropriate emotional climates, the decoding ability nay not be geau'red.
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Moreover, many young children appear to lack some of the component
skills that contribute to the decoding ability, skills that they would normatly
acquire later in the course of their perceptual and cognitive development, It we
can determine specificatly which skills are missing, we can at best compensate
for their absence, or at worst avoid drawing on abilities which the child does not
vet have. Rather than gross assertions about “reading readiness™ or “perceptual
inadequacy.” we need ways of determining what specitic abilities are absent, and
what roles they play in e development of literacy.

The number of persons facing problems of basic literacy is quite small in the
United States  perhaps as low as halt of one percent of the population of
young adults, However, there is a signiticans additional number ot persons whose
initial reading skills are marginal and inadequate as a foundation for building,

Y. Comprehension Skills

The factors that determine the reading ability of a ten-vear-old, a high.
school student, or an adult are seldom the same as those that limit the
performance of the beginning reader: their reading problems have become the
problems of threading their ways through complex grammatical forms and of
organizing the ideas they extract trom reading into coherent structures that can
be retained and related to their experience and knowledge.

The problem of literucy at this level of comprehension may not be speciti-
cally @ reading problem at all, It may be a much more general problem of ability
to understard language, whether written or oral. Some evidence suggests that it a
person with initial literacy can understand a spoken message, he can understand
the identical message when it is presented in writing, If further research substan.
tiates this tinding, it has two important implications tor educaticn:

. To the degree that reading comprehension ditficulties depend on gen-
cral language understanding, educational programs will be successful onldv if they
are cffective in raising such language understanding.

b, The most effective instruction for raising levels of comprehension may
not be reading instruction at all,

What may be needed. tor example. is broader real-world experience with the
various kinds of objects and events that books and atticles describe. Or, it may
be that instruction m “how to think™ or “how to solve problems™ would be, tor
some, the most etficient route to functional literacy, Or, perhaps skill at
comprehension at more advanced levels = better practiced and learned directly
in the context of specific content, as & by-product, say, of learning history or
atttomobile mechanies oy maihiematics.

That we do not know the answets to the questions posed here should not
prevent us from muaking vigorous cttorts to give everyone the ability to read the
wotld of print that surrounds and permeates his evervday life. itowever, deter.
mining how many people do not possess adequate skills in comprehension is
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more difficult than detecting weaknesses in basic literacy, for we have few
meastires oF the levels of reading ability required to cope with the written
materwls encountered in various situations of everyday lite,

All of the avatlable statistics at the present time indicate that the problems
of literacy are most acute tor those who are poor or culturally different from
majority groups, Is this a literacy problem? Or is it a social and moral problem?
We are inciined to regard illiteracy as a symptom of” deeper national problems,
The rea! challenge, therefore, derives less from the numbers of persons who are
handicapped socially by inadequate linguistic skills than from the democratic
obligation to provide equality of opportunity to all citizens,

C. CURRENT STATUS

The ieaching of reading is heavily institutionalized in the United States. A
few children learn to read before entering school; a few school children may
learn somethung about reading from television: but the overwhelming majority of
Americans are taught to read in the first grades of school. Thisis not to say, of
course, that reading competence is independent of events outside the classroom,
The persistent relation found between characteristics of the home (indexed by
SES o quantity of resources) and ability to read suggest that the child is, in
some way, prepared tor the tasks of reading by what happens to him at home
hetore school, The dimensions of that preparation are by no means clear but will
most certainly range from genetiv influence to specitic tuition in reading skills,

We are even less well able to measure the contribution to reading  espe-
clly, to comprehension  of the child’s activities alone, on the playground, in
the streets. [Fone takes the position that general understanding of his experience
is o critical factor in the child’s (or the adult’s) ability to use language, then the
varicty of the child’s out-of-school, cat-ot-home experience and his or janization
of that experience become refevant to his ability to comprehend what he reads.

The first tormal encounter with reading in the first grade can be charace-
terized in general terms, The child is one of about thirty who share the same
classroont teacher; he is exposed to basal readers written in a limited vocabulary
about episodes imagined to be of interest to all children, but the amount of time
he actually spends discovering the cortespondence between the written and the
spoken language s usually slights his inmitial skills are acquired m a sequence that
depends on the teacher's strategy he learns phonie rules, or is taught to
recogrize words printed on tlash cauds, or (Tess often) s coached to pronounce
svilables, or the Lke: and he is expected to achieve a predetermined first-grade
level of reading skill by the end of the school year. Some of the disadvantages of
this instructional experience are obvious, and some children are fortunate
cnough to escape it m schools where strict grade levels are not maintained, where
mstruction is individualized, where attention is paid to the child’s interests in
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reading, where the child can advance at his own rate - but these are exceptions
to the usual rule. Despite its limitations, however, the usual instructional system
seems to work - at least for children whose prereading and out-of-school
experience has prepared them for it,

When we ask what is being done for those who have passed through this
instructional system without acquiring basic literacy, the answer seems to be,
“Very little.” When we ask what research is receiving support, iiiost of it seems
to be directed toward the established practices of the traditional system of
reading instruction. When we ask what is being done to match reading instruc-
tion to the cultural background of the student, we find many small, interesting
experiments in progress, but no national program. When we ask what is being
done to teach reading-as-understanding, no one seems to know how it should be
done.

In short, we are presently meeting our responsibility to develop initial skills
in linguistic communication for the majority, but extensions of the existing
system to dcal with minority problems are being neglected, and potential
improvements in the existing system are often resisted when they conflict with
established policies.

D. TIME SCALE

The Study Group avoided imposing a linear sequence upon the tasks
recommended throughout the report. Some long-range iesearch tasks are so
important that they should be begun now even though they may not be
completed for many years. Other tasks can be scheduled tor short or mid-range
completion, depending upon their importance, visibility, and feasibility. In
thinking about the time scale it is important to remember that it takes some
seven to ten years from the initiation of a major curriculum program until its
long-scale introduction inty the school system. Although this time-lag might be
somewhat reduced, at present it must be regarded as one of the facts of lite in
educational research and development. Thus, aithough certain actions should bhe
undertaken immediately, their impact on the educational system may not be
realized until far in the tuture,
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PART IiI RESEARCH ACTIVITIES

A, THE SOCIAL AND DEVELOPMENTAL CONTEXT

Even in a limited discussion of research on the problems of literacy it is
necessary to move beyond considering the child as a social statistic. Effective
programs must view the child as a developing individual, influenced by more
than his school enviromment, actively trving to extend his skills in linguistic
communication, In this section we look at some of the lines of research that
might profitably be undertaken to increase our understanding of the social and
developmental context of learning to read.

Although research in this quadrant of the field of reading is voluminous, the
results have attained neither the precision of method nor the sophistication of
analysis that characterizes current research on the reading process itself. How-
ever. it is our opinion that accurate diagnosis of the sources of illiteracy will have
to draw heavily on considerations of human development and interaction. The
following pages will treat, in order. influences outside the conventional class-
room, characteristics of teachers and classrooms characteristics of the reader,
assessment and diagnosis, and the influence on reading of variations in dialect.

I. Influences OQutside the Classroom

Cne of the rare points of general agreement in the lore and literature of
reading holds that the chiid’s success in learning to read is tied essentially to his
comprehension of spoken language. A more arguable torm of the proposition is
that the learner’s effectiveness in reading is most intimately dependent on the
complexity and fluency ot his conceptual ov cognitive structures  structures
that mav be even more tundamental than speech. Whichever form ot the
argument survives research, the child’s preparation for reading takes place hefore
school and outside the classroom. When we speak of basic literacy, we are
talking about making connections hetween patterns of writing and some aspect
of what the child already knows and what he can already say When we speak of
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comprehension, we are talking about the child’s scores on tests, but also about
his ability to use in his life beyond the classroom what he sees in print. And,
beyond the preparation for reading that makes the child conceptually ready to
read before he looks at his first pre-primer, there are a complicated and poorly
understood set of motivational and attentional factors that influence his induc-
tion into literacy. These, too, are set underway during the years of his life before
school.

“Preparation for reading™ is accurate enough as a first statement of the
influence of home, media, peers, and the street on learning to read, but the
phrase may contain a misleading message. Some children are prepared very well
for the kind of reading instruction they will receive: they possess, at age six,
conceptual and motivational structures that fit the first-grade classroom they
enter. Other children (and they have been disproportionately the poor, the
black, the speakers ot languages othe: than English) will not be prepared for the
classroom they enter. It is not proper to conclude that their preparation is
deficient or that the remedy lies in changing (or, less troublesome, merely
blaming) the *till-prepared” child and his family: rather, we need to recognize
that reading, particularly the kind of reading for use that we would emphasize, is
prepared for in many different ways in American life, and that schools must he
adapted to that diversity af preparation. We should be past the iine when the
intellectual culture of the first grader is marked!y narrower than the intellectual
culture he knows outside the school. We should be, but we are not. In the
proposals for research that tollow, a guiding principle has been the need better
to connect what the child brings to his first grade and what the first grade
presents to him.

a. The preparation of readers and the match to school, There are sizable
ditferences in carly reading ability existing among children of difterent socio-
economic and ethnic groups. Research of the last decade has begun to study
more carefully the characteristics of families that prepare children tor present-
day school procedures, Middle-class childien, for example, are said to have hasn
“taught to formulate and test hypotheses, to identity solutions tentatively, to
expect and to deal with uncertainty, to respond to verbal rewards”  all
characteristics that may influence their learning to read. Research in exploration
of such wvariation should be continued with two important modiiications. First
and foremas:, research on variations among different graups should nat be
addressed exclusively to the test of success in learing to read in present-day
conventional American school settings. 1t may be that such settings are the
evolutionary outcome of a social system selecting tor effectiveness with children
ot the dominant culture. The goal of new research should be to examine
svstematically the degree of match or mismatch between characteristics of
American families and the characteristics of schools, Second, research should
emphasize, even riore than it has in the recent past, patterns of variables in the
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families of readers (and, of course, the families of nonreaders). The discouraging
history of attempts to establish aptitude-treatment interactions suggests that we
need, on one side, more intensive case and diary studies of reading and, on the
other, thoughtful experiments in the natural settings of homes in order to
illuminate the genesis and early history of the preparation for reading.

Cross-national and historical studies of early reading instruction, as well,
may contribute to cu: understanding of what environments facilitate successful
reading, but the most productive studies will probably be directed toward three
interrelated questions:

(1) What variations exist among American families in their preparation
of children to read? (For example, are there systematic variations in the
way children are led to focus attention on a task or a game?)

(2) What changes can be made in the lives of families that will make
reading easier and more rewarding? (For example, will simply making
more books available to families change the preparation of children?)

(3) Whart changes can be made in early instruction in reading that will
take optimal account of the diversity of American child-rearing prac-
tices? (For exampics. will programs that encourage -more active ap-
proaches to reading improve the relatively poorer performance of buys?
Is celevision being adequately exploited?) '

A specific examiple of an appropriate experiment would test the hypothesis
that flooding the home environment will increase reading skills. It can be
assumed that the correlations between charac.eristics of the home and reading
achievement represent a two-way relation: it would be important to learn how
much effect we might have by modifying the home environment. It would also
be useful to know if we could reduce or remove the relation between reading
achievement and the aggregate SES characteristive such as income, occupational
level and parents’ education by flooding homes with materials or by other
strategies tor encouraging reading.

b. The use of the child’s experience. Beginning school represents, for
many children. a significant discontinuity. They are suddenly placed in a setting
that operates under a new set of rules and asked to perform tasks that many of
them find strange and unconnected with the world beyond the classroom.
Strong support should be given to research that will explore new ways of relating
the child's out-of-school experience to his first tries at reading, particularly for
children whose experience does not fit the traditional expectations ot the
school,

There is some anecdotal evidence {especially from the new English primary
schools) of the effectiveness of programs based on the child's “own voice™ and,



Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

24 Linguistic Communication: Perspectives for Research

more, an accumulation of strategies, materials, and ideas about what a classroom
tied to the child’s experience should look like, We were impressed by the wide
support given such a program by observers as difterent as the radical school
reformers and the bicultural educators, In order to construct sensible changes in
the environment ot early learning, at least two lines of research are indicated:

(1) What is the world of American children like in the years before

they enter school? We need studies of family structure, communication

patterns, and allocation of interest in order to arrange effective patterns

of connection to school, Again, the variety of American culture re-

quires that such studies represent the variety of family cultures,

(2) What are etfective ways to induct children into school? It is not

necessary tor all American six-year-olds to enter first grade on the

Wednesday after Labor Day, Nor is it necessary that the transition from

home to school be abrupt. Kesearch is required to wunderstand the

effects of siaggered admission to school, of parental involvement in
curriculum design and teaching, and the use of schools as educational
centers for their communities.

¢.  The measurement of competence, Llsewhere in this report we discuss
the problems of assessing the abilities of children. Measures of general concep-
tual ability - perhaps based on Piaget's observations - meast .~ of attention,
and measures of the comprehension of oral language can appropriately and
usefully be devised for the child who is not vet in scheol.

d. The media and reading. Surcly the mest important development in
American ecducation over the last two decades had been the introduction of
universal television, We know remarkably little about the effect of the change in
general, and with a modest exception (preliminary studies of the impact of
Sesame Street and The Electric Company), we know nothing about the eftect of
television on reading. Systematic studies of the effect of the media on reading,
and research on new maodes of television teaching must take a high place on the
Institute’s list of priorities. The possibility of interactive television  where a
viewer can communicate back to the source by means of cable transnyission
should not be overlooked. The active involvement of parents and peers might
also increase the eftectiveness of televised instruction,

¢.  The adult learning to read. An unusual opportunity exists to study the
preparation of readers and the interaction ef motivation, setting, and compe-
tence., Open-enroliment colleges have discovered that some of their students do
not read tluently and that some of them can scarcely read at all. Retrospective
research on the yvoung adults who first leam to read fluently in college may: tell
us more gbout the social context of reading. Careful studies of how such
students fearn to read as adults will help us to understand teaching and learning
strategies and open as well another window on the delinition of practical
literacy,
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f. A note on method. Research modes vary widely in studies of education.
Without diminishing the importance of laboratory studies, we recommend that
more use be made of intensive case studies ( for example, of the families of very
good and very poor readers ), anthropological type observations (for example, of
differing wavs of routing children from home-culture to school culture), and
large-scale field experimental studies, particularly those that involve differential
support w families oi preschool children,

2. Characteristics of Teachers and Classrooms

Despite the increasing weight of evidence from large-scale survey research
that school factors make relatively little difference in determining achievement,
we do not believe that the search for potent influences in the school environ-
ment should be given up. On the contrary, we believe that hypotheses now exist,
in the empircal results of small-scale studies and in theoretical models of schocl
learning, that should be tested more systematically.

There are several reasons for our insistence that such research is important
and worthwhile. Firsi. although home infiuences scéii iiow, and may remain, the
single largest correlate of school achievement. they explain only a small part of
the total variance in reading skill. Second, the standardized norm-referenced
tests used in these surveys of achievement are designed to differentiate among
individuals rather than among environments. Tests should be developed to assess
mastery of particular skills defined either on theoretical or functional criteria.
We expect that such measures will aid the search for important school. curricu-
lum. and teacher influences. Finally, large surveys ot school achievement have
generally used questionnaires to assess school and teacher characteristics. Most
questionnaires produce superticial and sometimes even invalid data about the
characteristics of schools, teachers, and classroom behavior, thereby making it
hard to detect differences. Instruments using direct observation of behavior and
that arc based on hypotheses ahout significant variables and configurations of
varighles are needed.

In addition to refinement of large-scale studies, the following aspects of
instruction, classrooms, and schools merit further investigation.

a.  The stability of teacher effects. One assumption underlying research on
teacher characteristics and, uhimately . much school-based research. is that some
teachers are consistently more effective than others, This assumption should be
examined. Two approaches are reasonable. First. it may be casier to detect
signiticant characteristics ot instructional settings in the primary grades because
school intluence s likely to be more potent with younger children or because
tew schools have consistent programs throughout their classrooms. Second, we
shoukl look at the consistency ot dassroom “gains™ {7 one vear to the next
to obtain estimates of the “maximum * amount ot eftect that might be due to
dil"_rences among teachers., One tentative set of findings using this approach
suggests that the “argest classtoom difterences were in the first grade, the next
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fargest m second grade, ana sy onin decreasmg magnitudes until no difterences
reman at the fitth grade.

b.  The place of structure in classrooms, Certam mstructional models
¢ the structured, acadenmesweoriemed curriculy appear to be signiticantly
amore sueeesstul e oraising very early reading achievement than others. The
common elements underlying this success should be sought. and the approach
wid should be studied longitudinally to determine af the siceess s retained
durmg the fater grades.

C.  Gains during the school year and during the summer. 1t has been
suggested that minonty childien tend to regress during sununer vacations.
whercas middle-class children may actually gam. 1t this observation could be
exstablished as vahd tor reading and hinguistic competence, it would have obvieus
mphciations tor potentl intervention programs.

d. The eftect of peer tutoring, Rescarch on the roles of peers, pariicilaily
as tutors, should be continued and expanded. The tutoring process should also
be detmed toomcelude observations ot the value of sharmg, not merely acquiring,
new hnowledge and skillss there may be too much competition too soon in the
traditional classroon,

¢.  The characteristics of open classrooms, A hist of variables has been cited
as anportant meomtormal or open educational sethings m both Fogland and the
United States: guict spaces, emphasis on writing as well as reading, wnoring
mmmature spelling, high refevaney of materials, cross-age grouping, These com-
man clements represent the same quality of data as case studies can vield, and
Wit more systentic reseatclr.,

. Opportunity and motivation, One model ot school learmnmy that ofters
iy potheses tor turther testing has been developed by Canoll (1903). 1t is
possible that opportunity and mouvation, two ot Carroll's vartables, may under-
e and explam the eftectiveness ot a varets ol successtul programs. Some of the
ditterences tound m previous wscarch on programs ot teaching readmg may be
ascubable o ditferent amounts of true spent by the chikd on some aspect ol the
readimg provess. And school-produced diterences i mistivatioii aiay exprain the
cliectiveness ot procedures designed tomerease attention, it motivation contyols
the mtensiny of 4 chuld’s attentien at any wiven moment and the ability to
ststan attention ovet long pesads ot time One suggested approach tor testing
these hy potheses s to hold cornculum constant and to examine individual
varation e the actual tiime spent attending to readmg and learning to read.
Usig this approachat should be possible to estimate the cftect of the variables
on child outcomes uncontanmmated by curniculum ditferences.

Two ditterent models e suggested tor such research, One consists of vase
studies ot suceesstul readers, suceesstul teachere and successtul sehiools, Another
model entmls comparative studies of programs where one or more varables is
svatematically vaned. In the Latter casesenous hield development s needed lirst,
tollowed by tield expenimentation,
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Finallv, we suggest that NIE showld not initiate further large-scale, cross-
sectiondd rescarclt designed o estimate cansal relutions beoween school, omee,
and pecr characteristios on the one hand and scholastic achicvement on the
other. Crosssectional smivevs are approprate for assessment gctivities, not tor
wolatmg causal mechamsin,

A Characteristies of the Reader

Rescarch relating te pupil cliacteristics s moved i many ditterent
duections and some probiems have been much more tully explored than others.
Among the most prominent issues &3 the area of papil characteristics and reading
are thie totlowing,

A Characteristios of children who read early. Longitudinal studies of carly
residiiig have whready been undertihen on g small seale and have vaised sonae
mteresting questions, Some ot these studies suggest that carly reading s most
beneticil tor children ot average intellectual abihity and least benelicial to
children of better than average mtelligence. These preliminary tindings need to
he exploted o much more detail because of their potential relevance to the
whole ssue ot early reading instruction,

b, Children’s conceptions of reading. 11 it is tiue (as we believe it is) that
the Child's overadl sttitude towards readmg plavs a part in his performance, then
we should know how and what he thinks about the process of leiarning to read
ared ahout the nature of letters and words. Some preliminary restlts in this
domain suggest that vouny children believe that one can only read at a certain
age, and that young children have i very vague conception ot what letters and
words are.

. Cross-caltural case studies. escriptions of prereading experiences of
children in ditterent countnes, together with intformation about their tormal
reading instruction and reading achievement, could he ot interest. Obviously,
vist cultural and language ditterences would impose hmitations upon these
compattsons, but they could nonetheless be suggestive. They might provide
msights into the cultural context ot fearnmy to read that would not be possible
to obtin wany other wav . Morcover, from a practical point of view, there
might well be teachimg practices and matenals used in these countries that are off
value and wiiel nught be adapted o the teaching of American children,

d.  Sociul psychology of the classroom. Mucih more work s needed on the
chtmroom as an amportant social umit, Some studies suggest that particular
combmations ot teacher ard pupil personality characteristios are most eftica-
crots i learmng, It s probably also true that certiain combinations of chiidren
work hetter than others as a learming group. Within any school svstem, particular
chisses e Known ay aither “good™ or “bad™ it seems to e, in part at least,
mdependent of the teacher who has the group, Research in this domain might
make it possible one day to select children wlhien they enter school in such 1 way
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as to fit them into a group that would maximize their learning propensities and
minimize factional controversies,

¢. A note on method. In studies dealing with pupil characteristics, a range
of methods is appropriate and should be applied. Observational studies of
particular children and of classrooms. ethological studies of children on the
playground or at home should have their place along with the more carefully
controlled laboratory or classroom experiment. It is important to provide
investigators wide latitude in getting at the problems they are attacking. Ditter-
ent levels of rigor can be expected in a tield where there are many different
problems 2t many ditterent levels of conceptualization und investigation.

.  Diagnosis — understandice the child’s competence. 1t is important that
classroom teachers, as well as elinic? specialists, be able to muke sensitive and
usable diagnosis of a child’s preparation for reading and his growing competence.
Some of the devices and instruments needed tfor understanding what the child
knows already exist  others will need considerable research before they can be
developey. Both cireumstanees should be tlagged.

However. and the pomt cannot be too strongly made, the overriding
problem in individual diagnosis is #ot in instrument development, [t is rather in
the attitude of teachers and other adults toward individual differences among
children. 1t we could somehow convey the notion that diagnosis and teaching are
inseparable. we might reduce the need for large-scale efforts in instrument
development and rely more on the intuition and sensitivity of experienced
teachers to evaluate the preparation. competence. and needs of their students.

4. Influence on Reading of Dialectal Variation

Current sociolinguistic data suggest ile it many children speak a well-ordered.
highly structured dialect different trom standard English, This fact may have
implications for both test construction and the development of reading skills.

The importance of considering different language systems in test construe-
tion can be demonstrated in tour areas of potential difficulty for the speaker of
a non-standard dialect of English: in the content of the test questions and
expected responses, in the verbal style required by the test, in the non-linguistic
factors inherent in the testing situation, and in the linguistic aspects of the test.
Substantive biases in tests can include specific vocabulary items. culture specific
pictures used in vocabulary tests, as well as culture-specific  information
questions,

In addition to receiving vocabulary and information penalizations, a child
not in the mainstream can be hampered in his test performance by the verbal
style required by a test. For example. i some subcultitres, a standard of
articulate description might be specificity and brevity rather than the test
maker’s usual standard ot generality and quantity of deseription,
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Situational factors can also work against speakers of non-standard dialects,
The activity of being tested can be intimidating to a child and hamper his
performance; the realization that he is expected to produce answers according to
norms not characteristic of his own culture may cause him to resist the testing or
even to refuse to participate. Moreover, forced interaction with an adult who
speaks another dialect and is of a different race can have adverse effects on the
test performance of children,

Purely linguistic aspects of the tests may also cause problems. We do not
know to what degree speakers of other dialects, particularly young ones, com-
pichend standard English: different semantic connotations and denotations of
words, and perhaps different implications and presuppositions of sentences in
different dialects, may interfere with comprehension.

Given this state of aftairs, what solutions can be offered? A good first step is
to consider alternatives to deficit theory when explaining culrural group differ-
ences in test performance. When differences appear, researchers need to explore
the different conditions which do, or do not, produce the variation. For
example, the following line of questioning might be pursued: Why does the same
question asked by an experimenter of different kinds of people receive different
kinds of answers? What do respondents perceive the questions as really asking?
What, in the respondents’ culture or linguistic background, has made them
interpret a question in a specific way? When the experimenter does not receive
responses he considers appropriate, does he then ask himself what conditions are
absent which serve as cues to elicit the appropriate response?

All of these questions are relevant when we consider black children, Poor
reading pertformance by black children continues to plague the classroom, Many
explanations have been advanced for this state of affairs; a recent one revolves
around their language. There are two views of black children’s language  as
deficient and as difterent. The deficiency view is that the language of black
children is an inferior form of standard English. The difference view is that black
children’s language is an expression of their culture and a viable system of
linguistic communication, equal in dignity to any other. Proponents of the
deticit theory would eliminate the black English vernacular and replace it with
standard English. Thus the source of the problem would be removed. Those
favoring a ditferent theory would change the schools and methods and materials
for teaching reading in order to accommodate to black children’s language.

With regard to interference with reading when one is a non-standard English
speaker, two kinds may  exist: phonological and grammatical, The data on
reading interterence attribuiable to phonological characteristies of the black
English vernacular are by no means clear. Most of the research sutfers from some
methodological tlaw, so that the question of phonological interference in reading
must remain open, The ditterent syntax of the black English vernacular could
intertere with reading (espeeially with comprehension) in two ways: interference
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could arise where a standard English sentence is interpreted as a non-equivalent
sentence in the vernacular, or when a speaker ot the vernacular has to translate
his own speech into standard English, However, the plausible claim that this
“translation process™ interferes with learning to read has not been firmly
established.

The matter of dialect interference with reading is a complicated one,
complicated primarily by the tact that children  particularly older children -
are capable of code-switching: thus, they cannot be said to be monodialectal
speakers,

What can be done? Clearly, there are black vernaculars that ditfer from
standard English. The extent to which they interfere with reading acquisition is
by no means clear: it is an area requiring turther research, The Tack of solid
cvidence here militates against a positive recommendation that black children be
taught readmg in their dialect, Further, some black parents are opposed to such
a procedure, although good evidence of advantages might change their minds, An
appropriate picce of research hiere would involve teaching children to read with
dialectal supports  perhaps with dialect readers  and then comparing their
reading with children taught to read by stundard English readers, Such rescarch
should study children at ditterent ages and stages in learning,

Speakers of a nonsstandard vernacular may have ditticulties with current
instructional otferings in reading and writing, but speakers ot a ditferent lan-
gige can be completely frustrated. The problem is that instructional materials
and procedures with special attention to ethnic minorities  comparable to the
readers and trade books available to children who speak standard English — are
not available. In this situation, the natural objective to set up is the production
of an array of instructional offerings which are responsive to the various learning
contexts within which minority children grow up. We suggest this is an area for
turther study by NIE.

B. THE PROCESSES OF READING AND WRITING

We do not know the degree to which an understanding ot the fundamental
cogmtive and perceptual processes in reading can contribute to solutions of this
mation’s literacy problems: some experts hold that reading difficulties have
predommantly social and political origins. But it seems likely that detailed
knowledge of the abilities that are needed in order to read eftectively will make
it casier to diggnose and remedy the speaitic reading ditficulties that occur in
any gaven cise, regardless ot their social origins,

. Basic Literucy
Basic * reraey iy i complex and purposetul activity which draws on many
psychological processes and requires skills in & number of component abilities.
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Inadequate development o~ use of any one or more of a number of ¢component
sKills may impair the ability to retrieve the spoken word from the printed page.
The processes that underlie these skills, theretore, all constitute potential sourees
of reading problems, We group the component skills and processes under four
headings  patter-vision sKills, visual-phonic skills, visuomotor skills, and cogni-
tive skills  and list what appear to be important areas of inquiry and applica-
tion in cach case,

a.  Skills of pattern vision. A child must leam to distinguish and 1dentity
individual letters and letter groups over a wide variety of type styles and seripts.
He must be able to recognize the spatial order in which the letters stand, and to
translate that spatial order into a temporal sequence, if he is to be able to sound
out syllables, words and sentences. And he must learn to recognize the patterns
that are formed by common letter-groups, without dissecting them into their
constituent letter-shapes, it he is to progress bevond the most primative stages of
reading,

Although there have been many studies of the legibility ot ditterent styles
of print, results have provided little knowledge in the areas where we need it
most: we need more knowledge about the distinctive features by which ciildren
learn to identify syllables and words: about how they learn those features; and
about how the process of learming may be facilitated, Research methods exist for
the study of these questions, some reseirch has been performed, and more is
needed.

As sKills develop beyond the most primitive levels, the reader's translation
of text into speech is informed as much or more by the context and content of
what he is reading, as it is by the individual patterns at which he is looking, and
we need to know more about how this process works and where it fails, Several
theoretical models have been sketched to deveribe this process, but none has
been developed to the point where it can either be rigorously tested or fruitfully
applied to diagnostic and remedial programs. Specific etforts in these directions
should be encouraged.

b, Visual-phonic skills. Writing is a system for encoding mesning graphi-
cilly, Readmg is the translation from writing into that torm of language from
which the reader is already obtaining meaning. Phonemically oriented writing
systems, includimg alphabetic systems like English, permit speech to be trozen in
visible nurks and sabsequently defrosted back into speech, One basic problem in
teadimg phonemicized writing might be conceived as discovering and using the
tiles of the graphic code to recover the original spoken language, This concep-
tion ol reading pressupposes thiat once the spoken-language torn is recreated, its
meaning will be evident: the reader who has mastered this skill will be limited
only by his ability to comprehend the spoken kinguage.
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To vicw written English as merely a system of letter-sound correspondences,
however, tends to obscure a significant property of alphabetic writing. Alpha-
betic writing systems encode spoken language not only at the phonological level,
but also at the lexical, syntactic, and semantic levels. A good reader seldom
resorts to phonemic decoding, although he can do so when he encounters
unfamiliar words. In decoding printed English, a reader can analyze at the level
of individual letters, letter clusters (digraphs and diphthongs), spelling patterns,
syllables, morphemes, phrases, clauses, paragraphs. No single level of code
analysis characterizes the task of extracting meaning.

The process that is often called *“decoding™ written English seems (0 have
the following features:

(1) The end purpose of the process is the extraction of meaning, not

the mere pronunciation of speech sounds. (Even at the phonological

level of decoding it can be argued that the reader is uncovering the

phonological “meaning” of the code, although our main concern here is
with the semantic meaning of the code.)

(2) The mental activity of the reader in decoding written English, at

whatever level of analysis, is an act of problem-solving requiring some

degree of reasoning skill.

(3) Context is as important in decoding written English as it is in

comprehending spoken English, Contextual clues of all kinds - phono-

logical, lexical, syntactic - assist the reader at all levels of code analysis.

Before a child is ready for this learning experience, he must have certain
component skills that the experience can build on. In addition to pattern
discrimination and control of eye movements, there are also auditory skills that
must be acquired prior to leaming letter-sound correspondences. An ability to
analyze speech into consonants and vowels may be particularly critical for
children who are leaming to read an alphabetic form of writing, If a child is
unable, for whatever reason, to hear constituent phonemic elements, he will be
mystified about what the printed letters are supposed to correspond to, It has
been established that this ability is important; what to do for children who lack
it is still a matter for debate. One approach postpones the problem by using
whole syllables (or even rebuses) to introduce the idea of reading at the level of a
syllabary, rather than an alphabet. Another approach develops special pro-
grams - e.g., word games based on such auditory contrasts as man-can-tan-fan,
man-mad-iap-mat, and so on  to train a child’s ear to hear these segments of
the speech flow, Studies directed toward the resolution of this argument should
continue,

It is commonly assumed that familiarity with the names of the letters is a
necessary preliminary to the teaching of letter-sound correspondences. However,
children have been taught to read before they learned the alphabet. It is
convenient for a reading teacher to be able to refer directly to particular letters
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by name, but most letter names differ from their phonological realization in
speech, and the ditference may confuse some children,

It is also commonly assumed that a child will be familiar with the various
English words he is expected to identity from their written forms, Children
whose first language is not English will not have mastered the “familiar words”
they are expected to identity, and may even have difficulty hearing the compo-
nent sounds in English speech. The special problems of bilingual and bidialectal
children are discussed elsewhere - we consider here only children who already
know and can pronounce the words whose alphabetic representations they are
expected to learn,

Three stages of learning letter-sound correspondences are generally distin-
guished, The child must [) master letter-sound correspondences, 2) learn to
“blend” these sounds into syllabic units, and 3) learn to deal with polysyllabic
units,

The letter-sound correspondences that occur in English orthography are
very complex. Twentyssix letters of the alphabet must be used to represent
between torty and fitty phonemes (the number depending on the precision of
the phonological analysis). The mapping is many-many: in different contexts a
letter may have difterent phonemic realizations and a phoneme may be repre-
sented by difterent letters. Attempts to estimate how many letter-sound corre-
spondences there are have produced numbers over two hundred, of which no
more than 25 percent can reasonably be considered special cases, or “excep-
tions,” How many of these correspondences a child should learn can only be
estimated tfrom studies (not yet undertaken) of how much use they are to him.

It one imagines a child who knows all the rules relating letters to sounds, he
would still not be a reader. He would still have to master the skill of combining
these speech sounds  reading teachers call it blending  before he could
convert the string of sounds into a recognizable word. Compared with learning
the rules of correspondence, blending seems a logically simple task, yet teachers
find it is one of the commonest sources of frustration for a beginning reader. A
child may be able to look at dog and say aleud: **dee, oh, gee,” or **dub, aw,
guit.,” He may event to able to say these sounds in rapid succession, yet hear
nothing in the resulting trisyllable **duhawguh™ that reminds him of the mono-
syllabic dog. Blending is the converse of the auditory analysis of a spoken
syllable into phonemes: some workers have seen a close relation between
ditticulties of synthesis and analysis, The synthetic process may be more com-
plex, however, because the child must not only blend speech sounds into longer
units, but must also take into gecount various silent letters (e.g., the final e in
hope)y or letter combinations that mark which particular letter-sound corre-
spondence is appropriate (e.g. whether o is to be sounded as ah or oh ).

The third set of skills that a beginning reader needs relate to the formation
of polysyllabie units. Phonic rules will enable a child to sound out syllables, but
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it his analysis of a polysyllabic word leads him to the wrong syllabification, he
will produce an incorrect pronunciation. For example, nation may be seen as a
trisyllable, **nah-tie-on,” rather than a disyllable, **nay-shun.”” Problems posed by
words built of two or more morphemes, such as “running,” ditfer from those
pused by polysyllabi¢c morphemes like “nation.” It is usually assumed that a
child who reaches this problem will be able to solve it tor himself relatively little
analysis has been devoted to problems at this level of difticulty.

Such analysis of the decoding operation lays bare its considerable complex-
ity; the wonder is not that some children fail to master it, but that most children
succeed. Not only must this complex system of rules be internalized; it must
operate automatically at rates equal to or gréater than the rates of normal speech
if" the child is to devote attention to the meaningful content that gives point and
purpose to reading.

How should such skills be taught? A variety of answers have been offered,
and repeated attempts have been made to evaluate the effectiveness of com-
peting proposals. Consider two cor trasting philosophies. A teacher who decides
to teach letter-sound explicitly could demand the memorization of two hundred
letter-sound correspondences, ot complex rules needed to determine which
correspondence is involved in any particular instance and of rules tor seg-
menting long words into the syllables to which the system of rules can apply,
Alternatively, a teacher who decides that children should associate spoken words
directly with printed .etter-patterns (in much the way Chinese children learn to
associate spoken words with written characters) would abandon the alphabetic
principle of word identification on the basis of phonemic analysis. In such
extreme forms, of course, neither philosophy is attractive. A child who recites
rules to himself’ betore he pronounces a word will be slow in gaining the speed
required for competent reading. A child who learns every word as a new task
may start more rapidly, but will be helpless when contronted by novel letter-
patterns, In practice, therefore, instructional methods normully include both
approaches. A child may be introduced to the idea of reading by learning a few
words of relatively simiple and regular spelling by the *“‘looksay™ method. then
be given a few of the phonic rules chosen to be the most productive in increasing
his reading vocabulary. but not so many as to slow his reading of simple texts
“basal readers™  designed to match his growing competence. Curriculum design
centers around the relative emphasis to assign to the two strategies; at present
the fashion is to be a little closer to the phonicrule approoch than to the
whole-word approach. The question for which we still need u definitive answer is
how far the teaching of these initial skills must be carried before the child begins
to generalize for himself.

Another set of issues intrudes when we consider learning to write. Reading
and writing are obviously mutually supporting sKills, but teaching strategies
range all the way from treating them as independent skills to the claim that
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writing should be taught before (or instead of) reading. If spelling niceties are
initially neglected, and if problems of motor coordination are bypassed by
providing block letters or a typewriter, writing can be taught at an early age. At
present, neither learning process is well enough understood to enable us to
evaluate claims about their interrelations or about instructional tactics based on
such interrelations,

The teaching methods and materials that are presently available seem
adequate to enable most children to acquire at least minimal skills in decoding
written texts. Even children who, for any of a variety of reasons, have difficulty
with reading can be taught it the teacher has sufficient time and is sufficiently
patient to take it - the tact that they are often neglected is more a consequence
of the classroom situation than of any ultimate incapacity on the part of some
children.

Further large effort to develop new versions of the reading curriculum along
the familiar lines of curricula currently available. is not advisable at this time,
although pilot studies of alternative approaches should always be possible.
Higher priority should be assigned to obtaining better information about what
regularities of English orthography children are actually learning under the
existing svstems, and to the development of curricula better tailored to the
prereading experience and abilitics of children from minority groups.

The length of this discussion of visual-phonic skills should not be inter-
preted to mean that they deserve special emphasis from research workers, On the
contrary, it means that the analysis of these skills has already received more
attention, so that more is known about them, than have other aspects of the
reading process,

¢. Visuomotor skills. The tine distinctions that are needed to recognize
letters and words can be made only in a small central region of the eye, called
the fovea. The tovea is wide enough to encompass only a few letters at a time, so
that the eye must move trom point to point in order to read more than the
shortest text. (How the rest of the eye.and peripheral vision, contributes to the
process is not now known), The eye movements that are most important in
reading are jumps that brii ¢ some new point, initially seen only in peripheral
vision, into the fovea. About 4 such jumps. or saccades, can be made per second.
A beginning reader must be able to direct his gaze successively from one point to
another point close by as he spells out the text by letters or small groups of
letters. As his pattern-recognition skills improve (and as his expectations about
what the text will say improve), the points to which the eye moves can be
further apart; he has to sample the text relatively infrequently. But in either
case, controlled and purposetul eye movements are at the heart ot skilled
reading. In addition, the reader must be able to progress along the line without
losing his place. horizontally or vertically. And finally . he must be able to fit the
successive glimpses by which he has dissected the text back into a single ordered
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structure, even though he frequently returns to look at material that his eyes
have already traversed.

The eye movements that are made in the course of reading are therefore to
be viewed as necessary skilled behaviors by which information is gathered; they
are also to be viewed as sensitive indicators of what expectations the reader has
about the text, and what he needs to know. Training procedures that attempt to
improve the efficiency of the reader’s eye movements deserve study, but the
success of such efforts must be limited by how much knowledge the reader
brings to the task, knowledge which permits him to fill in between widespread
glances. That is to say, most of the attempts to give poor readers practice in
performing eye movements per se have shown little promise: training the reader
in etficient search behaviors is of little use unless he already has a sufficient base
of knowledge about the world, and about the redundancies of language, to - vake
such search behaviors profitable. These search-training methods will have very
circumscribed use until they are brought into the context of well-developed and
explicit theoretical understanding of the reading processes they serve.

Although there is a long history »f studies of how eye movements con-
tribute to the reading process, we need detailed tests of theoretical models of
how the reading process proceeds, At present, the measurement of eye move-
ments is cumbersome, expensive, time-consuming, and interferes with the
natural set of the reader. To somne extent, we can study the contribution of eve
movements by “simulating” them (i.e., by presenting motion pictures of text
which present sections of each line successively), and by other indirecct methods,
but these methods cannot be wholly satisfactory. We need to develop better and
less obtrusive methods of recording eye movements, and more ra;id and eco-
nomical ways of analyzing them, We need such methods to assess readers’
performance; to evaluate the effectiveness of teaching materials (including pic-
ture books, television, and animated displays); and to use in training procedures
that make the display itself contingent on the eye movements that the reader
executes, In any case, the recent development of recording devices that are
directly coupled to computer-generated displays, and the simulation of eye
movements by the use of motion pictures to provide successive views of texts or
scenes, have resulted in much new information about the basic nature of the
reading process,

Many of the tasks involved in acquiring basic literacy are ditficult and
unpleasant: making a succession of tightly controlled eye movements, which the
beginner must do at least in the “‘sounding out™ stages, is an unnatural and
probably aversive wiy of using one’s eyes: the ability to “combine™ or “blend™
phonic elements into syllables and words does not come easily (and in some
cases takes an inordinate amount of practice to acquire at all). We might be able
to make at least the initial stages of learning to read a great deal easier (e.g., by
using letters and words that are easy to distinguish and to remember: by using
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language, concepts and stories that are already familiar to the reader; by using
pictures and text in an optimal balance to give the reader an advance idea of
what the text is about without destroying his interest). More research is needed
on ways to make text as easy for the beginner to read as possible, and
development and dissemination procedures (including television and comics)
should be provided to bring the text to as wide an audience as possible.

By minimizing early frustrations and difficulties, and by getting the child to
the rewards of reading as rapidly as possible, it may be feasible to bypass some
of the present sources of difficulty; it may be possible to reduce other difficul-
ties to the status of less salient incidents; and it may be possible to defer the
least immediate problems, and to provide intensive instruction in those letters
and words whose teaching cannot be deferred and which experience has shown
to be particularly ditficult.

We cannot at this time be certain about the long-range effect of deferring
difficult aspects of reading. An analysis should be made of research results
produced by the ITA experience, and of other field experiments related to this
issue, to determine the extent to which initial gains are sustained after the reader
graduates from the training alphabet to standard textual material. 1f such gains
dissipate entirely when the student finally has to face difficulties that have been
bypassed during his early training, the expense of the effort to defer those
difficulties must be justified on grounds other than the requirements of an
effective literacy program.

In his briefing to the Study Group, Coleman asked for gathering all word-
use data into one source, and spoke about his *“*engineering’ tables based on such
data. We should determine what the actual predictive efficiency of such tables is
fand — going somewhat beyond his proposal — try to induce what the distinctive
features are and exaggerate them, where possible). One would also like to see
some attempt to scale stories (or themes or plots) in terms of their interest at
different ages. Note that these studies need not be done with written texts; they
could be done with animated cartoons or movies, and presented to preliterate
and illiterate populations,

d. Cognitive skills. Over the ycars there has been a continuing controversy
over the cognitive abilities involved in learning to read. In the past some have
argued that a mental age of 65 is necessary before a child can profit from
reading instruction. In more recent years. workers in the Piagetian tradition have
argued that children should have acquired concrete operations (e.g., an ability to
reason syllogistically) before reading instruction is undertaken.

The rationale for this position is that reading, from the very outset, is a
complex cognitive process that enables a child to acquire meaning from the
written word. From this point of view, even the acquisition of letter-sound
correspondences requires an understanding that letters are arbitrary symbols. In
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the absence ot such understanding. it has beei argued, the child may acquire
habits that are detrimental to fluent reading and that might have to be unlearned
later.

In support of this position are some studies showing that children who are
taught reading carly have no lasting advantage over those who are taught at a
later age. Workers who support this *readiness™ position also point to countries
where reading is usually not introduced until the chifdren are seven vears old. In
such countries (e.g. Russia. China, and certain buropean countries), reading
difficulties ot the Kind encountered in America are said to be ielatively rare, (It
should be said. of course, that the writing systems of these countries might
eliminate many of the cognitive problems posed by English orthography.) In any
case, the position of the cognitive readiness group is that tormal instruction in
reading should be introduced no carlier than the first grade,

On the other side of the controversy are those who believe that reading
instruction can, and perhaps should. be introduced early in life, The argument is
that bhusic literacy. the connection of printed letters with spoken sounds,
requires no more in the way ot cognitive skills than discrimination and associa-
tion, Since even very voung children possess these abilities, there is no reason for
not teaching children to read at an early age. either at home or in a nursery
school or at a day-care center,

The real problem of teaching reading. according to the discrimination.
association position, is to make the task sutficiently sintple for young children,
A number of large-scale research projects have been under way for quite some
time with just this aim in mind. Their goal is to calibrate the ditticulty of letter
discriminations. ot letter-sound correspondences. of hlends. and so on, so that all
the various analytic reading skills can be ranked with respect to difticulty tfrom
the child’s point of view. Once this calibration is complete it should be possible
to design reading programs that would move children from the simplest to the
most ditticult basic literacy skills in a systematic way,

In support of this “no readiness™ position on reading instruction, examples
are often cited of indwidual children who have been taught to read carly,
Likewise, studies in which children have been taught to read or attain basic
literacy skills early by way of particular programs of instruction are also reterred
to as evidence that reading can be taught early. Experiments with Distar (SRA)
and with ITA are of this sort. Other evidence comes from children who attend
schools where reading is introduced before first grade. such as the Montessori
schools, These schools provide additional evidence that reading can be taught
before a specific age.

As in every controversy, differences in substance are often exaggerated by
ditfferences m detinitions. Those who argue tor the delav of formal instruction
are at the same time guite vocal in advocating a variety of prercading experiences
and activities, They propose that children experience a language-rich environ-
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ment, that they be read o, that they become acquainted with words and letters,
and that they have some experience in printing and writing. What the “readi-
ness” group really opposes is putting young children into tormal teaching
situations where they must learn formal rules of phonies, spelling, and so on.

In practice, the “no readiness™ group is really not far removed trom the
pusition of the “readiness’™ advocates. Programs tor teaching reading to young
children inevitably adapted to their characteristics as leamers. Letter-sound
correspondences can be taught in a multitude of ways, many of which are
interesting and enjovable for voung children, In good programs ot this kind, the
needs. abilities, and interests of the children are used as a starting point tor
introducing basic literacy skills,

In view ot the above discussion, some conclusions and suggestions for
rescarch can be made. First, some clarity has to be brought into the discussion of
reading instruction. Much of the controversy between the readiness and the no
readiness groups derives from the definition of “formnal reading instruction.” It
seems incumbent upon any research worker in this field to be explicit about the
kinds of instruction he is undertaking and the extent to which it is modified in
actual practice.

It would seem appropriate for the NIE to support research into the cogni-
tive processes (reasoning and perceptual abilities) that are involved in basie
literacy skills. In addition, it would seem appropriate to support studies dealing
with the analvtic component of basic literacy skills, and which aim at calibrating
and ranking these skills and building them into a comprehensive early reading
program. Researchers working on both of these problems should be brought
together to share their tindings and views, and perhaps to arrive at commonly

. shared convictions and joint research ventures,

2. Compreheusion of Lauguage

Thete is io antrinsic ditticulty (although there may be many practical and
techiical problems) in testing or measuring whether people can comprehend oral
or written messages. Comprehension is tested by determining whether people,
after receiving a message, can answer questions about its contents or implica-
tions, or ¢an carry oul its instructions, But there is a long leap from measuring
comprehension of a message to discovering the thought processes a person must
go through in order to achieve that comprehension,

Standard torms of school instruction in reading and language arts do much
to facilitate the growth of language skills in elementary and secondary school
children as they mature, These instructional methods are based on a wealth of
practical experience in teaching, but they are probably most etfective in
handling average. normal children, because it is such children to whom most of
out experience relates. Standard instructional programs are certainly not based
on any extensive analysis of the processes underlying the skills, because such
analysis still remaine largely to be carried out.
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With a better theoretical grasp ot the reading comprehension process to
supplement conventional wisdom, we could devise more powerful diagnostic
tools to identity with accuracy the weak and strong points of individual
students - the processes in which they are competent, and those in *vhich they
need additional help and training. With better diagnosis, our deeper understand-
ing of process can also lead us to more effective teaching and learning techniques
than those we now possess.

During the past decade there has been a great burst of new research activity
in psychology and related disciplines aimed at understanding complex human
thought processes, including processes for comprehending language and problem-
solving processes. Onc reason for this burst of activity, and the consequent
progress that has been made, is the availability of new tools of research --
cameras for detecting and recording eye movements, and digital computers, to
mention just two examples. These tools have provided us with new ways to
identity successive steps in human thought processes, and to formulate models
of those processes that will permit their operations and pathologies to be
expluied and tested. Studies of successive foci of attention in reading tasks,
using eye-movement cameras and thinking-aloud protocols, should continue to
expand on our knowledge of these processes.

How language conveys information from one person to another is no longer
an unpenetrated mystery. Enough is known abcut how language carries mean-
ings to permit us to write programs for computers that accept instructions in
natural language, and other programs that ;olve the problems posed by those
instructions and carry out the tasks they set. These programs ‘“*understand”
language by the same criteria we use to assess human understanding - they can
answer questions on the basis of what they have read. they can carry out
instructions, they can solve simple problems. Moreover, these programs are open
to analysis, so we can study exactly what processes enable them to do these
things, and compare their processes with the behavior ot humans to whom the
same tasks are presented.

Computer simulation of human cognitive processcs is one ol several promis.
ing techniques for modeling the methods used by people to pertorm complex
tasks. 1t is well adapted to diagnosis of individual difterences in perforinance and
to tracing the differences in process that underlic them. For example. in learning
algebra, problemns posed as stories  so called algebra word problems - are a
matter of special difficulty for many students, Use of a computer program to
model the processes of interpreting such problems, and comparison of the model
with students’ behaviors, reveals that there are (at lcast) two strikingly ditferent
styles for tackling these tasks. One style is based on a literal, grammatical
translation of the problem statement; the other on conceiving a real-world
situation that corresponds to the problem statement. Most students use one or
the other of these processes almost exclusively and appear largely unaware of the
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one they don't use. The ablest students, however, tend to use both processes in
reinforcement of each other. This aind of process mmodel can now be developed
turther as a tool to diagnose indiv.dual students® difticulties with word problems,
and as a framework for developing any additional skills that students are found
to lack.

There are today s substantial number of research groups using computer
simulation methods in conjunction with laboratory experiments with huian
subjects in order to study complex thought processes, including language com-
prehension processes. These research groups can be found both in psychology
departments and in the “artificial intelligence™ divisions of computer science
departments. At M.L.T., for example, a language understanding system has been
constructed that answers questions and performs actions in a simulated *“toy
world™ of blocks of various shapes and colors. At the Stanford Research
Institute, a group is building a language-understanding *“‘robot.” capable of
locomoting about the laboratory rooms. At the University of California. San
Diego. a large “semantic net” simulated on a computer is used to study how
humans store and retrieve the many varieties of information they need for such
activities as preparing a meal in a Kitchen. At Carnegie-Mellon University a
computer has been programed to use phonological, grammatical, and semantic
cues to understand spoken language. These are but a sample of the many
research activities where the computer is and could be used to explore the nature
and processes of human language comprehension.

Concern with understanding cognitive processes is not limited to rescarchers
who use computer simulation as their main research tool. By timing carefully the
relative speeds with which persons can perform various related language compre-
hension tasks, cues can be obtained as to the processing that is going on. That a
person can answer the question, “Is John taller than Bob?” a tenth of a second
faster than “Is Bob shorter than John?” may seem a curious but isolated fact.
On the contrary, it is a tact that was predicted by linguistic theory, on the basis
that “‘taller” is positively associated with the underlying dimension “height,”
while “shorter” is negatively associated with that dimension. Tens and hundreds
of experiments about many such seemingly innocent features of language are
beginning to tell us what skills a child must acquire in order to understand the
spoken or written word.

Language understanding processes are also being illuminated by experiments
of more traditional design. A written passage is a complex *“stimulus” for an
experimental subject. What a reader attends to and extracts from this stimulus
depends very much upon instructions and other preconditions that determine his
expectations and attention when he begins reading. The same material may be
“read” and interpreted in a wide variety of ways in response to different
instructions. Experiments like these begin to give us a scientific basis for
classifying *‘styles™ of reading, and for discovering the conditions that induce
one or anothei style to be adopted by the reader.
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Additional studies are needed that wiil look at understanding with and
without external memonry aids (paper and pencil, blackboard and chalk), that
will require people to combine information acquired through reading with
information presented in pictorial form, and that will compare one’s understand-
ing of identical information presented orally and in writing. Results of such
experiments should broaden our understanding of comprehension by extending
it to other ways ot encoding the information that students are expected to learn,

Certain technological developments may be ready for application. For
example, animated filim has potential as a teaching aid, but the time required to
*shape up™ a lesson through several revisions makes animation expensive and
stows the development process. Studies of picture-text interaction using still
pictures, and studies of verbal and nonverbal comprehensivility using cinematic
techniques are dreadtully expensive for the same reason. On the other hand,
there are commercial developments that should help here, and support should be
given to researchers attempting to develop alternative devices. There are com-
mercial computergraphics concerns and facilities that should make compiling
and revising pictorial displays relatively simple: and there are expensive editing
machines that transfer all film to tape, permit computer editing, and then
compile the edited film,

a.  Measurement of comprehension and comprehens. tility. Comprehension
is tested by determining whether people, after reading a message, can answer
questions about its contents or implications or can carry out its instructions.
Various comprehension tests are in use, but they are in general not derived from
any systematic theory, and they are all heavily dependent on verbal abilities in
their exccution. These may be serious limitations. A recurring theme in many of
the presentations that were heard by this committee was that our verbal
measures of how well a reader comprehends a written message are inadequate
indices of what was grasped. Even more important is the fact that research with
relatively nonverbal measures of comprehension suggests that verbal measures of
an individual's reading ability do not agree with other measures of his ability to
extract meaning (e.g., with the ability to comprehend and remember the mean-
ing and arrangement of complex pictures).

We need nonverbal measures of comprehension. Such tools should be
capable of measuring the comprehension of events that are relevant and familiar
to the student (e.g., social relationships), and should not be tied to the items of
the classroom nor to the articles of a particular (majority ) culture. Pictures
might play an important part in the development of such measures. For exam-
ple, we might measure a reader’s comprehension of a textual passage by its
effects on the speed and accuracy with which the meaning of an otherwise
ambiguous picture is apprehended. Alternatively, we might measure the accuracy
with which either verbal or nonverbal instructions are followed, using nonverbal
behavior as the test.
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Measures of comprehension are needed not only to assess the performance
of individuals or groups of subjects -- they are also needed for the evaluation of
how comprehensible a given message is to some group of readers. We need such
measures of comprehensibility it we are to make the job of rcading as easy as
possible. Comprehensibility indices have been applied to textbook designs,
advertising and instruction writing, but again the measures used bear little
relation to any systematic theory of comprehension, and are specifically verbal
in nature. Nonverbal measures of comprehensibility and measures of nonverbal
comprehensibility, applicable to pictwies and to other inethods of communica-
tion, would bLe particularly valuable.

The issue of nonverbal comprehension raises the question of how best to use
the various channels of information that we possess. Some kinds of information
and concepts are obviously better presented by pictures (and especially by
motion pictures and the video media) than by words. The ability to read
efficiently depends in part on the reader's knowledge about the world, in a
general sense, regardless of the channel through which he originally acquired that
knowledge. It seems highly desirable to undertake research directed at determin-
ing what kinds of knowledge are better understood, retained and put to use (cf.
the “visual thinking” tradition) when presented in pictorial rather than in verbal
form, Such research would use measures of verbal and nonverbal comprehension
to determine the principles that govern the comprehensib...ty of pictorial and
textual material, as well as to determine the comprehension that has been
achieved by a particular reader or category of readers.

b. Measures of attention. Similar steps are needed in the development of
attention measures. Particularly important here are questions of unobtrusiveness
of the recording devices, closeness to online conditions, and wide validity.
Brainwave devices (e.g., central nervous system imeasures) are probably not
usable at the present state of the art. Pupilary diameter appears-to be a measure
more of cognitive load than of attention as we normally want to measure it, and
the history of atteinpts to measure it automatically is not encouraging.

3. Writing

We have said that reading and writing are mutually supporting skills, Just as
little is known about the stages a person goes through in learning to read, so
little (even less) is known about stages in learning to write — from early scribbles
to simple but complete and coherent compositions.

A useful way to start would be to make detailed, longitudinal case studies of
individual children encouraged to write as well as read. How does the form of a
child's writing evolve from isolated letters and words to a faithful representation
of his spoken language? What are the stages by which spelling shifts from
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invented solutions toward more standard orthography? In multi-seutence com-
positions, what thematic organizations do young children use  spatial, temporal
or other? What seem to be the relations between stages in learning to write and
stages in learning to read? And what are the similarities and differences across
children?

4, Second-language Learning

For children who come trom non-English-speaking homes, literacy in
English must grow trom a toundation of acquisition of oral English as a second
language, Although there is now a considerable body of research on the child's
acquisition of his first language, the same detailed descriptions do not exist tor
second-language acquisition, Here, as elsewhere, we stress the importance of
detailed analytic studies of leaming under varied environmental conditions,
rather than comparisons of instructional programs.

How do stages in the acquisition of English as a second language difter from
stages in the acquisition of English as a native language? Do these stages differ in
nature or rate at ditferent ages? For example, it a Spanish-speaking child is
taught in his native language during the beginning years of school and learns
English at 7 or & rather than S or 6, what are the costs and what are the gains?
And if that child learns to read first in Spanish, is there positive transter (or
negative intertference) when that child confronts the task of learning to read in
English?

Although a variety of bilingual education programs should be supported
now, there will be limits to our attempts to improve education tor non-English-
speaking children without better answers to these questions.

It should be obvious trom this review that the Study Group felt a need for
more research on a wide variety ot processes involved in or related to the reading
process and the learning of reading. This opinion should not be taken to mean
that good research has not already been done - the quality of research in this
field has improved markedly during the past decade as more scientists have
become interested in it. Indeed, it is this recent revival of interest that encour-
aged us to believe thatit would be possible to advance rather rapidly toward the
research goals that we have outlined. and that the NIE would be well advised to
place high priority on exploiting the opportunities that presently exist.
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